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ABSTRACT
World Cinema Beyond the Periphery
Developing Film Cultures in Bhutan, Mongolia, and Myanmar
by
Nis GRØN
Doctor of Philosophy

According to UNESCO’s Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity there exists a
need in light of the “imbalances in flows and exchanges of cultural goods and
services at the global level” to enable “all countries, especially developing countries
and countries in transition, to establish cultural industries that are viable and
competitive at a national and international level” (2001).
The dissertation explores ways in which viable cultural industries can be established
in developing countries. More specifically, the focus is on the development of film
industries in countries in transition. Three national film industries, examined in light
of their historical development and contemporary situation, provide the empirical
basis for the dissertation’s claims and arguments.
The three developing countries under investigation are Bhutan, Mongolia, and
Myanmar, and in each case the study traces the historical trajectory of the relevant
film industries leading to the mapping of the recent trends and tendencies. The
examination of the individual cases foregrounds industrial and commercial
challenges and solutions rather than the aesthetic or stylistic properties of specific
films. That is, the study seeks to explore how educational practices, production
modes, approaches to distribution and exhibition, and cultural policy measures have
facilitated or thwarted the emergence of film industries in three developing countries
in the Asian region.
The approach taken builds on the call for a more inclusive approach to the study of
world cinema (Nagib 2006). Equally important is an analytical approach derived
from the field of small national cinema studies, one that underscores the need to
explore solutions to problems facing filmmakers in countries sharing similar
developmental challenges (Hjort & Petrie 2007).
Following this conceptual perspective the study aims firstly, through its historical
examination, to contribute to expanding the historiography of world cinema, where
little to no attention is given to these largely unexplored national cinema cultures.
Secondly, following the mapping of the contemporary situation of the institutional
and organizational make-up of the film industries in question, the aim is to identify
	
  

	
  
the systematic challenges and opportunities that are embedded in specific film
sectors. The approach is applied with the intention of facilitating a constructive
discussion that explores and compares proactive strategies. The point ultimately is to
identify models that might be more generally relevant and thus transferable across
national boundaries.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Conceptualizing the Study of Developing Cinemas in the Asian
Region
In 2003 two films, one made in Bhutan and the other in Mongolia, drew international
attention when the fiction film Travellers and Magicians (2003) was screened at
festivals around the world and The Story of the Weeping Camel was nominated for an
Oscar in the category of best documentary. Years later, in 2010, a Burmese
documentary Nargis – When Time Stopped Breathing also started travelling the
international film festival circuit. This feature length docxumentary, the first of its
kind to be made in Myanmar, was created as a collaborative effort by a group of
younger Burmese filmmakers. These filmmakers defied the ruling military regime’s
attempt to cover up the overwhelming havoc left by the tropical storm Nargis in
2008, and went out into the streets of the southern region of the country to document
the profound impact that the cyclone had on people’s lives.
For most international audiences, scholars, or critics who have had the
chance to view either of these films the experience most likely represents a novel
encounter with a kind of filmmaking cultures that are usually marginal in the context
of commercial cinema exhibition and rare even in the more diverse spaces of film
festival exhibition. So, are these filmmakers and their films representing novel
examples of filmmaking from these countries? Are they nothing but an exception to
a logic that states that if we have not repeatedly come across films or filmmakers
from specific countries or regional areas of the globe, then we can assume that film
production, distribution, exhibition as well as a film cultural legacy are a rarity in
these localities?
The way the examination of the history of world cinema has been framed
within film studies would imply that this is the case. However, none of the films
mentioned above were made in a film cultural vacuum; instead they represent the
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work of practitioners who in different ways are related to and positioned within the
larger framework of locally-based film industries. So, what is the story behind these
films within the context of the specific, locally-based film industries of Bhutan,
Mongolia and Myanmar? How is filmmaking as a combination of artistic aspiration
and commercial interest made possible in the specific socio-economic context in
question? What are the challenges and opportunities facing locally-based film
industries and their stakeholders? What can be done to ensure the viable
development and sustainability of locally-based film cultures in this type of
countries? As these research questions indicate, rather than focusing on specific films
as aesthetic artifacts, this dissertation takes the empirical examination of three film
industries situated within developing countries in the Asian region as its object of
study.
The cinemas in these countries, in terms of both the historical and
contemporary development, represent largely uncharted territory within the
international historiography of world cinema. The Asian region represents a
significant example of the lack of inclusiveness that still persists in the study of
world cinema, where many less prominent cinemas have yet to receive a more
comprehensive and systematic treatment, while the body of work on the historically
dominant cinemas in the region, including Japan, Hong Kong, India, Taiwan, South
Korea and, China continues to grow.
In fact, since the 1990s the increased scholarly engagement with cinemas
beyond the West and the proliferation of perspectives brought to bear on the
investigation of film culture can be seen to answer the call for new conceptual
approaches that challenge longstanding tendencies in film studies to favor the West
as a site of investigation as well as Western thinking and perspectives on film. In the
1990s Unthinking Eurocentrism: Multiculturalism and the Media (1994) became an
important intervention when Ella Shohat and Robert Stam’s criticized the structural
inequity of the “global politics of knowledge production” related to transnational
media (Sarkar 2010, 40) and argued for a polycentric framing of a world of media
that rejects Eurocentric preconceptions privileging the West. Following this line of
thought, film scholars have attempted to reinvigorate the discussion about the
theoretical and analytical scope of world cinema as the case of Remapping World
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Cinema: Identity, Culture and Politics in Film edited by Stephanie Dennison and
Song Hwee Lim (2006) showcase.
In the chapter “An Atlas of World Cinema”, included in that volume,
Dudley Andrew envisions multidimensional approaches to the study of world cinema
conceived as conceptual perspectives, or maps as he calls them, that foreground
“specific ‘cinematic sites’ … providing different orientations to unfamiliar terrain,
bringing out different aspects, elements and dimensions” (2006, 19). Andrew’s
conceptual mapping of world cinema oscillates between emphasizing the process of
globalization and transnational dynamics, which is making it increasingly difficult to
determine the geographical as well as socio-cultural origin of specific films, while
simultaneously recognizing the continued persistence of the national as a conceptual
reference point and an empirical reality when talking about cinemas in the world. In
the following chapter, Lúcia Nagib, presents a more radical answer to the call for a
new conceptualization of world cinema. Here she envisions a “positive definition of
world cinema” that, more decisively than in the model proposed by Andrews,
undercuts the binary division that favors Hollywood and the West over the rest of the
world. Instead, world cinema as a critical approach in film studies should be
reoriented towards an attention to cinema as a global phenomena that cuts across
national boarders like “waves [that] have peaks in different places and times” (2006,
35). In Nagib’s definition, world cinema is a phenomenon best approached by paying
attention to decentered processes of cinematic circulation. This model, in her view,
offers a conceptual framework that is positive, inclusive, and democratic as long as
Hollywood is not perceived as occupying a privileged position within the framework
of analysis (Ibid.).
The strength of the cultural studies approach to film studies that Nagib’s
essay represents, is its ability to recast discussions about what defines film cultures,
and raise critical questions about the socio-political power dynamics underpinning
both the thinking about film as well as the social realities that cultures are embedded
in. This critical scope is relevant in relation to the current study as it invites us to
reframe our perspective on world cinema, paying critical attention to issues of social
inequity. The formulation of questions that foreground the examination of cultural
discourses and political representation, opens up new ways of approaching
filmmaking as an object of study. Engaging with film cultures in developing
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countries that are still to be properly recognized as cinemas in their own right within
the larger scope of film studies and focusing on the examination of the industrial
basis as well as institutional settings exemplify an endeavor that brings our attention
to “unfamiliar terrain”, while at the same time expanding the inclusiveness of the
study of world cinema. The current study, with its specific case studies, is an attempt
further to expand the scope of world cinema studies. More specifically, the argument
here is that film scholars must look beyond cinematic waves and peaks in world
cinema to which Nagib draws attention, for the perspective they afford remains
restricted. Attention must also be paid to the sites and processes where the conditions
for possible peaks and waves are being prepared (Hjort 2017). The notions of peaks
and waves often guide scholarly attention, however, if we want to create a truly
inclusive approach to world cinema it will be necessary to expand the conceptual
scope in ways that take account of low-volume output and limited critical acclaim.
As this perspective suggests, we can focus our attention on non-peak sites where film
cultural development is relevant, not for its contribution to the increase in the global
output of filmmaking or to the list of film movements, but for its role within a
specific socio-economic, political and cultural context.
Following the research questions introduced above, the intention is to bring
increased scholarly recognition to a range of specific sites of production that have
thus far largely escaped the attention of film scholars. The focus is on analysis of the
developmental conditions of locally-based film industries in the above-mentioned
countries, namely Myanmar, Mongolia, and Bhutan. The aim of the analysis is
twofold: firstly to identify the specific challenges, constraints and opportunities
facing the local film industries and their stakeholders, and secondly, to engage in a
comparative analysis that, based on the individual case studies, will seek to compare
the central challenges and opportunities identified with the aim of discussing the
prospects for sustainability of locally-rooted film industries in the Asian region. A
key question is whether or not it is possible to identify and formulate solutions and
proactive approaches to these challenges, solutions that are both context sensitive
and transferable on a transnational level.
Meanwhile, the decision to opt for an historical and empirical perspective
that focuses on the industrial and institutional aspects of film cultures in developing
countries situated within the Asian region leads to the question of how best to devise
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an appropriate conceptual framework. The latter must bring the full scope of the
geographical, socio-economic, and cultural contexts of nation-states into play, but
must also be attentive to the broad spectrum of transnational and global forces that in
various ways affect the film cultural developments in the local contexts in question.
In this sense there is a need to draw on a broad range of conceptual perspectives in
the scholarly literature related to film and media studies that frame not the text but
instead the larger socio-cultural contexts of production, circulation, and consumption
as the main objects of study. As a result, in the following sections of this chapter I
will enter into a critical dialogue with transnational, institutional, postcolonial, and
Asian perspectives in film studies in an attempt to forge a conceptual approach that
will support the empirical study of film industries in developing countries.
Briefly outlined, the argument presented below follows this path: Firstly, a
preliminary definition of film industries as the main object of study will be
presented. This definition will function as a setup for the analytical thrust guiding the
selection and approach to the study of the specific case studies. Here, I will draw on
David Hesmondhalgh and his definition of cultural industries, which will lead me to
position my study of film industries within the broader scholarly debates about the
place and role of film industries as a cultural industry in an increasingly globalized
world. The agenda of recasting the conceptual approach to the study of world cinema
is part of a larger transnational turn in film studies during the past twenty years,
which has created a great deal of valuable film scholarship that has broadened
approaches and expanded the scope of inquiry. As a result of efforts to bring critical
attention to various types of preconceptions and biases underpinning film studies, the
field has moved away from historical and empirical grounded analysis to focus its
attention on the cinematic text, author, or viewer, while certain classical conceptual
scopes of investigation such as that of national cinemas have come under heavy
criticism. A central point of the discussion in this section is to argue that national
cinemas studies can still work as a fruitful vantage point within the larger framework
of transnational and world cinema perspectives in film studies. This is the case,
particularly in relation to the framing of national cinemas as locally-based film
industries consisting of an intricate networks of social relations involving a range of
different stakeholders situated within specific socio-economic contexts. In relation to
this type of framing, a constructive examination can be achieved through a
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combination of historical analysis, attentive to conditions and practices beyond the
text. The point is to show how such perspectives have a role to play in the
envisioning of a positive and inclusive definition of world cinema.
The initial framing leads to the second step, where I will introduce the
analytical framework of small national cinemas as a constructive vantage point that
will enable the empirical survey of specific film industries in developing countries.
This conceptual framework has an envisioned commitment to a comparative mode of
analysis that seeks to engage with opportunities and challenges pertaining to small
national cinemas. However, the comparative analysis is never fully operationalized
in the context of the initial engagement with the framework and it is therefore the
intention of the current study to apply the comparative mode to show how the
operationalization enables us to identify industrial and institutional strengths and
weaknesses within the specific contexts and to discuss the possibility of proactive
strategies and solutions to these problems as well as the probability of transferring
solutions between nations in a regional context.
The conceptual and analytical commitment to an approach that seeks to
move into a comparative mode where questions related to issues of problem-solving
and transferability are addressed necessitates the devising of a viable foundation for
comparison of the specific film industries and the socio-economic, cultural and
political contexts. As a constructive way of achieving this goal I will draw on the
work by Peter J. Katzenstein and Kuan-Hsing Chen with the aim of situating the
comparative mode within a regional perspective, arguing that the combination of
specific cultural affinities between cultures in Asia and the historical developments
that have shaped the formation of nation-states in this region create a sound basis for
comparison.
Finally, before we turn our attention to the examination of film industry
development in Bhutan, Mongolia and Myanmar, this chapter will end with a
presentation of the research design applied in relation to the empirical case studies
and a range of challenges and limitations that have influenced the scope and depth of
the study. However, before we research this point we turn our attention to the
outlining of the conceptual framework.
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Filmmaking as a Cultural Industry in a Globalized World
Examining film industry development means identifying and analyzing the different
processes, stages and key stakeholders that define a film industry and how it works.
One way of looking at a film industry is to see it as a chain of interrelated processes
revolving around the production of cultural texts that involve a mix of creative
activities and commercial interests. Generally speaking, this model identifies a film
industry as consisting of three interrelated process: creation, from pre- to postproduction, over distribution where films are traded as commercial products, to the
exhibition stage, where films are consumed in various types of settings and on
different kinds of platforms (Bordwell and Thompson 2004). This model, which we
can call the process-model highlights the industrial aspects of a cinema which we
normally refer to as the film industry.
Another way of framing film industries is to see them as the underlying
conditions that shape the industrial activities and interests involving professional
practices, the dominant stakeholders, ownership, and the relationship between
various actors (Jäckel 2003, 1). In The Cultural Industries (2013) David
Hesmondhalgh provides a useful definition of cultural industries that can help us
better to understand the relation between these constituent factors. He explains that
the importance of the development of the socio-economic activities that constitute
cultural industries lies in their “ability to make and circulate products [texts] that
influence our understanding and knowledge of the world; their role as systems for
the management of creativity and knowledge; and their effects as agents of
economic, social and cultural change” (Ibid., 4). He designates film industries as one
type of cultural industry when he defines them as those production activities that are
based on a dynamic relationship between private actors (profit-making companies),
public actors (state organizations), and civil actors (non-profit organizations) who are
“most directly” engaged with composing texts that communicate social meaning to
an audience (Ibid., 16). With its focus on different types of institutional and
organizational actors, we can call this model the actor-relations-model, which
highlights the cultural aspects of cinema in terms of the various types of social
relations and power dynamics that frame the agency of stakeholders. In this sense the
perspective of the actor-relations-model goes beyond the focus on industrial and
creative processes to look toward a broader film-cultural framework.
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Both the process-model and Hesmondhalgh’s actor-relations-model focus
on the dynamic relation between different institutional actors representing analytical
perspectives that are constructive vantage points when studying the development of
film industries, inasmuch as they help to identify the actors and processes involved
while reminding us of the fact that film industries are the result of complex historical
processes of relations between social, economic, political and cultural forces. In
addition, grounding our approach in a longer-term historical perspective is crucial, as
Hesmondhalgh argues, since it enables us to examine the “patterns of change and
continuity in the cultural industries” (Ibid., 3-4) allowing us better to understand their
ramifications.
The question of how the cultural industries have developed historically, as a
result of changes and continuities in socio-economic forces, has in recent decades
spawned increasing interest from various academic fields within social science and
the humanities. Scholarly discussions have assigned great importance to the role of
globalization as a socio-economic force, which in fundamental ways has determined
the historical development of social systems from a local to a global level. The
defining features of globalization in the extensive and multifaceted literature on the
topic relate to a foregrounding of the complex interrelation of socio-economic,
political, and cultural types of integration, interconnectedness, deterritorilization, and
flows (Appadurai 1990; Held et al. 1999; Tomlinson 1999; Scholte 2005). These
processes have been increasingly intensified since the mid-twenty-century by the
rapid evolution of information and communication technologies, and are in different
ways seen to impact societies from a local level over the national, regional,
international to the global level of socialization. The transnational aspects of
globalization have been central to the debates about determining relevant processes’
impact on culture, as the effects of globalization are seen, in particular, to relativize
the role of the nation state. These discussions have produced various methodological
perspectives and theoretical models over the years.
Debates and explanatory frameworks emerging from the social sciences and
the related field of cultural studies, many of them with a focus on global and
transnational processes, have become increasingly prominent in film studies since
the 1990s and have had a clear impact on the discipline, by diversifying its methods
and expanding its scope. Through this interdisciplinary process it has becomes
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evident that the historiography of world cinema is far from exhausted and the need to
recast our understanding of filmmaking on a global scale is necessary. These
developments have led to a preoccupation with multidimensional approaches to the
study of cinema that look beyond the West and what has been designated as the
intellectual dominance of a Western epistemology. The view is that the latter has
yielded a narrow investigative scope for film cultures on a local, regional, and global
scale. The Remapping World Cinema (2006) project as well as a range of other
collaborative works in recent years such as Cinema at the Periphery (Iordanova,
Martin-Jones and Vidal, 2010), World Cinemas, Transnational Perspectives
(Durovicová and Newman 2010), Theorizing World Cinema (Nagib, Dudrah, and
Perriam, 2012), De-westernizing Film Studies (Bâ and Higbee, 2012) and
Postcolonial Cinema Studies (Ponzanesi and Waller, 2012), epitomize the agenda of
formulating new critical perspectives in world cinema that tell marginalized or
untold histories informed by various globalization theories and methods.
The approaches to the study of cinema in this type of film scholarship
cannot be considered to embody a unified movement despite the shared commitment
to the conceptual reframing of cinema as an object of study. Following Scholte
(2005), we can characterize the variety of theoretical and methodological approaches
adapted by film scholarship pushing for new critical perspectives on world cinema
and influenced by globalization discourses, by plotting them along a conceptual
spectrum that distinguishes between an idealist and materialist approach to the study
of world cinema. The point of this is to show that the various projects and
perspectives on world cinema are informed by different theories and methods
(whether implicitly or explicitly stated) that explain the social forces shaping
globalization and its effects in very different ways and that these frameworks have a
tendency to adhere to either an idealist or a materialist approach. The idealist and
materialist approaches represent contrasting perspectives, with overarching
arguments presented in relevant works tending to approximate one or the other.
Undoubtedly, placing the diverse range of perspectives on world cinema within a
general dichotomy, can have the unfortunate effect of obscuring the finer nuances of
the various perspectives adopted by scholars. We need to have this in mind of course.
At the same time I contend that the process of framing differences in terms of an
idealist-materialist dichotomy is a useful exercise as it draws out some of the main
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implications of the predominant conceptual trends in the recent scholarly work on
world cinema and subsequently allows me to position my study within these broader
trends. Moreover, with the current study’s focus on cinemas situated within
developing countries, the point will be to argue that a constructive and truly positive
and inclusive analytical framework for the study of world cinema must combine
theoretical and methodological conceptions from both the idealist and materialist
positions. The attempt to develop such an approach will be the focus of the
subsequent section of this chapter.
The Idealist and Materialist Approaches to World Cinema
At one end of the spectrum we find the idealist approach that frames the study of
cinema through a perspective that emphasizes globalization as a product of mental
processes. In this view globalization is the result of how “people have mentally
constructed the social world with symbols, language, interpretation, and so on.”
(Ibid., 131). The idealist position has followed a range of theoretical trajectories
including social constructivism, post-structuralism, postmodernism, and postcolonialism in its attempt to emphasize and critique the various ways in which
identities, norms, and knowledge are socially constructed and how certain mental
conceptualizations of the social world are privileged while others are marginalized.
This perspective, on the one hand, seeks to expose and criticize the
dominant socio-cultural power structures that reinforce social inequality and lack of
economic and political recognition. On the other hand, it also emphasizes the notion
of the complex multidirectional effects of globalization, which do not necessarily
undermine socio-cultural inclusiveness but can in fact reinforce different forms of
transnational flows that enable new types of cultural identity, affiliation, and
solidarity to emerge (Appadurai 1990, 1996; Tomlinson, 1999). As a result, the
conception of a top-down process of cultural dissemination around the globe
dominated and controlled by powerful Western nations and their world views has
been problematized by bringing attention to the multiple ways in which cultural
products can be appropriated by individuals, groups, and communities. That is to say,
rather than seeing globalization as reinforcing the development of increasingly
homogeneous cultural spaces, the production, reception, and interpretation of cultural
products in various types of socio-cultural contexts are understood as consisting of a
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multitude of conflicting and opposing social processes enabling the creation of a
diverse range of responses. Within this perspective cultural globalization, i.e. the
intensified processes of cultural production and reception on a global scale, is seen
more as a transnational dialogue between actors with the ability of acting and
reacting in multiple ways, allowing a diversity of responses to emerge from rejection
and resistance, from translations and adaptation and from emulation. The outcomes
are heterogeneous processes characterized by various types of cultural hybridization
and differentiation.
In film studies the idealist perspective has translated into a cultural studies
turn that has foregrounded the critical assessment of the politics of representation in
terms of various forms of identity constructions (e.g. gender, race, ethnicity, and
nationality), the questioning of social power structures, and the opposition to
traditional binary models of theorizing while mainly focusing on cinematic text,
author or spectator as the central object of study. The perspectives developed in
Remapping World Cinema, Theorizing World Cinema, and Postcolonial Cinema
Studies embody this approach, which seek to challenge and deconstruct the way film
history has been methodologically framed by bring attention to site, practices and
productions outside the Western hemisphere.
In opposition to an idealist approach that foregrounds world cinema as a
deterritorialized and transnational process of uneven identity and knowledge
formations, we find a materialist approach that places emphasis on a range of
“concrete forces such as nature, production, technology, laws, and institutions”
related to the struggle of socio-economic interests in its explanation of an increasing
globalized world (Scholte 2005, 21). The materialist approach builds on theories that
firmly situate the development of globalization in a historical perspective. This
includes liberalism where globalization is perceived as the realization of humans’
“natural” desire to maximize their own material well-being and exercise their basic
freedoms and related rights, which leads to the establishment and expansion of free
market forces and democratization across the world, supported by various types of
institution building and advancement in transport, communication, and information
technologies. While the liberalist framework, as Scholte notes, is the standard
version of globalization favored in mainstream politics around the world, the
tendency to perceive liberal values as natural in a social sense and culturally neutral
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has led this theory to neglect the issue of socio-economic struggles for power (Ibid.,
124-126). The question of power, on the other hand, is central to the two other
theories in the materialist approach.
Political realism places sovereign states and the political promotion of selfinterest at the center of globalization processes. In this view, international power
struggles between states is closely intertwined with the political and military
competition for access to natural and human resources, in particularly between larger
and strong states. In a historical perspective this can be perceived as the political
struggle between superpowers (US vs. Soviet) and in a contemporary perspective as
a hegemonic order (US as only superpower) or as an ongoing contest between
multiple major states (US, Britain, France, China, India, Japan). Political realism
brings attention to how nation-states continue to be important actors in an
international environment where political interests expressed by state actors inform
social and economic developments occurring within and among different countries.
However, political realism arguably puts too much emphasis on political power
struggles and hierarchal relations between states, while omitting the central role
played by other important social, economic, and cultural processes and actors
operating above and below the nation-state level (Ibid., 126-128).
The last of the materialist theories, Marxism, also focuses its attention on
power struggles, but frames the phenomenon in terms of a historical struggle
between different social classes in a capitalist society. Marxism is seen as providing
the main opposition to the dominant neo-liberal theory and as being predominantly
concerned with the critique of how capitalist modes of production and ownership
lead to the social exploitation of workers, unjust redistribution of resources, and how
social emancipation is made possible through the transcendence of capitalism (Ibid.,
128). In this view, capitalism is the main force driving globalization through the
capitalist’s continuous impulse to enhance market shares and gain access to more
resources. There is nothing natural or neutral about this impulse, as the liberalist
would have it. Instead, it is perceived as part of the capitalistic logic of surplus
accumulation, and institutional and technological developments are in this light but
tools for capitalists to further enhance their power and spread their activities across
the globe. As this indicates, rather than states and political actors within states, it is
the economic interests promoted by actors – whether individuals or companies – that
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drive globalization, creating political conflict between social classes over their
relative access to and control over the means of production.
As in the case of the other materialist theories, Marxism has a tendency to
attach too much importance to a single and narrowly conceived concept in its attempt
to explain the social forces that cause and effect global processes. As in the case of
political realism Marxism overemphasizes one type of structural power dynamics
and inequities between specific types of actors (social classes), while neglecting the
consideration of other types of social power relations and related inequalities (e.g.
gender, race, sexual orientation etc.) that also play a significant role in shaping the
processes of globalization. It is fair to say that the socio-economic forces that
encapsulate capitalism have played a central role in the historical process of social
development within the past two centuries; yet, it is nevertheless a misrepresentation
of globalization to see the capitalistic pursuit of accumulation as the only important
force while all other socio-cultural activities and phenomena are perceived as
byproducts of capitalism. As Scholte argues with reference to Marxism’s
methodological dependence on historical materialism and political economy:
… ideational aspects of social relations are treated as
outcomes of, with no autonomy from, the mode of
production. Yet it oversimplifies matters to suggest that
culture and psychology are reducible to political economy,
that structures of identity and knowledge are wholly results
of, and entirely subordinated to, those of production and
governance. To take one example, nationalism as an identity
structure has shaped capitalism as well as vice versa.
Likewise, aesthetics and language are more than byproducts
of accumulation. In short, while capitalism has played a key
part in generating globalization, social forces are more
multidimensional, complex and interesting than a narrow
historical materialism posits. (Scholte., 130)
As an example of the application of the materialist approach in film studies that
situates itself within the broader framework of world cinema, we can refer to Global
Hollywood 2 (2005) by Toby Miller and his colleagues. The volume presents a
critical analysis of the dominant role of the United States and Hollywood as a global
force in the realm of cultural production and reception. The study is based on an
empirical and historical examination of the institutional, economic, and political
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developments that have underpinned its dominance. The theoretical framework is a
combination of Marxist theory and political realism, with the analysis emphasizing
the idea of film as a commodity circulating in an increasingly globalized market
governed by states as well as a range of corporate players. In this framework,
Hollywood is positioned as the dominant force compared to other countries and
international players. The critical examination builds on references to statistical data
that showcase the historical rise of Hollywood dominance in local markets around
the world and how this development has been consolidated by a close collaboration
between the US government and large American media conglomerates in the
international arena of inter-state negotiating. The close collaboration between the
American government and industry stakeholders is exemplified by the establishment
of the international trade regime known as the General Agreement on Tariffs and
Trade (GATT). Instigated and promoted by the US, and developed through a range
of international negotiations between an increasing number of states, GATT has
sought to deregulate international trade and reduce the tariffs and taxes on imported
commercial goods, including cultural products such as film.
The argument presented in Global Hollywood 2, at least in part, invokes the
cultural imperialist thesis promoted by the Schiller-McChesney tradition in political
economy. The thesis advances the negative notion of homogenization as the main
effect of globalization on culture, suggesting that Western and in particular American
culture has come to dominate the world as a result of the global spread of Western
media conglomerates and their products. The result is a process leading to the
outperforming and/or transformation of cultural production and patterns of
consumption on the local level around the world (Hesmondhalgh 2013, 44; 274).
With its theoretical and methodological focus and the restating of the
homogenization thesis Global Hollywood 2 represents a clear example of a
materialist approach that, with its analytical focus on the historical role of states,
governments, and corporate actors, is in opposition to the perspective taken by
scholars who clearly adhere to an idealist framework.
However, not all critical engagements with world cinema in a transnational
perspective have relied predominantly on either an idealist or materialist approach.
Anthologies such as Cinema at the Periphery and World Cinemas, Transnational
Perspectives have attempted to bridge the approaches. In World Cinemas,
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Transnational Perspectives Kathleen Newman attempts to outline a transnational
film theory in terms that focus attention on “questions of representations [that]
necessarily involve establishing the relation between decentered subjectivities and
decentered capitalism” (2010, 5). In Cinema at the Periphery something similar is
expressed in the project’s commitment to “…the exploration and theorization of
cinemas and practices located in positions marginal to the economic, institutional,
and ideological centers of image making” and implemented through a thematic
grouping of the chapters between those that deal with the “(Re-) drawing of
industries and markets” and those that deal with “(Re-) conceiving identities and
histories.” (Iordanova, Martin-Jones, and Vidal 2010). Both volumes are examples of
constructive projects that seek to break down conceptual barriers and present new
perspective on world cinema. However, as the thematic division of perspectives in
Cinema at the Periphery demonstrates there still exist fundamental conceptual
divisions between scholars in the field. Scholars, it would seem, tend to continue to
lean towards either the idealist or materialist approach.
Where does the foregoing discussion leave us in relation to the current
study’s attempt to conceptually frame the empirical investigation of cinemas in
Asian developing countries within the context of a world cinema perspective? On the
one hand, the proposed focus on film industries suggests that this study places itself
firmly within a materialistic framework of reference, since the perspective conceives
of filmmaking as a specific type of cultural industry, historically situated in the
socio-economic, political and cultural space of the nation-state. On the other hand, in
an attempt to forge a more comprehensive and constructive analytical approach to
the examination of film industries and its actors, it is necessary also to be attentive to
how different types of socially constructed world views and power dynamics
influence the behavior of and relations between film industry stakeholders, thereby
contributing to the shaping of the locally based film cultures. To reframe Scholte’s
argument for the purposes of the current study, we can say that while film
production, distribution, and exhibition, as well as the type of governance
underwriting the activities of film industry stakeholders, are central to our
understanding of how film industries work, these are not the only social forces that
shape locally-based film cultures. What is needed, is an approach to the study of film
cultures in developing countries that draws on a mix of idealist and materialist
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perspectives, which among other things, need to be attuned to the impact of
transnational processes while simultaneously recognizing the nation-state as a useful
conceptual framework.
To give an example of a case study that bring into play a transnational
perspective on national cinemas that is able, successfully, to balance attention to both
the homogenizing and diversifying effects of globalization we can mention Mette
Hjort’s Small Nation, Global Cinema (2005). In her study of the revitalization of
Danish Cinema in the 1990s she references the idea of glocalization to express a
positive view of the impact of global forces on local cultures:
… ongoing cultural flows around the globe combine with
local conditions to foster creativity and stimulate innovation.
Following this line of reasoning, globalization emerges as the
impetus for novel modes of cultural expression with the
potential for engaging and even creating audiences, with the
potential, in short, to reconfigure the dynamics of visibility,
access, and voice (2005, 235)
Hjort’s account of developments in the Danish cinema is important, firstly, because it
represents an example of an empirically grounded study that considers the
multifaceted ways in which the local and global levels of cultural production and
reception interact to create what can be viewed as positive encounters on the local
level. As Hjort shows, the historical dominance of American filmmaking in the
Danish context generated various types of reactions, particularly in terms of
creatively-motivated rejections of Hollywood style production modes (as in the case
of Dogma 95 movement) and translations in terms of genre adaptations, which
reinvigorated the local film industry while making Danish Cinema and its
practitioners recognized and sought after on a global scale. Hence, the account
oppose a simplistic version of the cultural imperialist thesis but do not deny that
there exists an imbalance in the global flows of cinema connected to the position and
role of Hollywood.
Secondly, the study exemplifies a perspective that recognizes the socioeconomic and geographical situated-ness of film industries within the nation-state;
this perspective is one that is attuned to the particular types of predicaments that are
characteristic of film industries and cultures in small countries. The positive story of
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the development of the Danish cinema provides an example of an industry that
despite its small scale ‘punches above its weight’ in the international arena. Hence,
emphasis is put on the politics of scale where smallness becomes a defining feature
that affects film industries conditioned both by the socio-economic, political, and
cultural framework of the nation-state as well as by imbalances in the wider
transnational/global field of cultural production. The study of Danish cinema as a
small cinema becomes a prelude to a subsequent project that seeks to bring the study
of cinemas in small nations into a global and comparative research context. The
conceptualization of scale and in this context smallness as a defining feature of a
range of cinemas around the world is a constructive place to draw inspiration for an
analytical framework pertaining to the study of cinemas in developing countries. The
framing of national film industries in terms of either smallness or stages/degrees of
development necessarily makes reference to conditions involving varying degrees of
challenge and disadvantage.
In the following section, I will introduce the analytical framework focusing
on small national cinemas and argue that the approach taken provides a constructive
vantage point from which to frame the study of film industries in developing
countries. The approach allows us to study locally-anchored film cultures in their
own right, while simultaneously situating them within the context of an inclusive
expansion of the study of world cinema.
The Study of Small National Cinemas and a Comparative Approach to Film
Industries in Developing Countries
Drawing on the discussions about national cinemas as a conceptual framework,
particularly as it developed within a Western context, the adjective ‘small’ added to
the field of national cinema studies has in advantageous ways recast the discussion
and conceptual ideas in relation to the investigation of film industries and cultures
within the framework of nation states. The work of film scholar Mette Hjort has been
instrumental to this endeavor, as referred to in the previous section. The endeavor
itself has brought a new awareness of the legitimacy and potential of studying
smaller nations and their respective film cultures. The initial effort of conceptually
orienting film studies towards a category of small cinemas, as the case study of the
Danish cinema did, was subsequently pushed forward into a global perspective in the
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collaborative work, The Cinema of Small Nations (Hjort & Petrie 2007). In this
volume a range of analyses of specific national film cultures were presented by a
diverse group of film scholars with detailed knowledge of the respective case studies
under investigation.
The reconceptualization of national cinema studies in this regard is a twosided attempt: firstly to reinsert and legitimatize the study of small nations within the
larger context of film history, where certain regions of the globe and especially small
countries have been largely disregarded. Related to this is the attempt to respond to
an increased preoccupation within film studies with conceptual categorizations such
as “world cinemas,” “transnational cinemas,” and “regional cinemas” (Ibid., 1),
which, as we saw above, have been influenced by various explanatory frameworks
focusing on the causes and effects of globalization. In the process of the transnational
turn in film studies, the analytical label of the nation and the national has been
heavily challenged as a constructive terms in relation to the study of cinema.
The notion of cinemas as entities defined by nation-state borders and
situated within a world system of national cinemas has brought attention to some
unpopular implications of this perspective, which has framed much of the
methodological and theoretical discussion about national cinemas during the last
twenty-five years. Firstly, discussions about national cinemas have had a tendency to
evoke an essentialist conception that sees national cinemas as a homogeneous and
unified sphere of cultural practices and production. However, filmmaking within
nation states can also be viewed as less stable and part of a more heterogeneous
discursive tertian of socio-cultural processes, where national identity is negotiated in
a social struggle between a diverse range of social actors maneuvering within a
hierarchical field of dominance and opposition (within and across national borders).
Secondly, the act of positioning the study of cinema within the context of the nation
appears to support a tendency to neglect the importance of transnational dimensions
as well as international dynamics sharping the development of film culture on a
locale and global scale (Croft 1993, 1998; Higson 1989; 2000). What the
combination of these two points of critique foreground, is that framing the study of
cinema within a national perspective represents a somewhat anachronistic approach,
belonging to a time before conceptions of globalization, internationalization and the
postcolonial era had begun to establish new ways of thinking about what shapes
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cultural practices, and, in particular, cinema as a multidimensional endeavor fuelled
by a combination of artistic and commercial aspirations. In this regard, the
transnational perspective epitomizes a wider range of approaches (e.g. accented
cinema, queer cinema and subaltern cinema), which are critically attuned to the
effects of globalization and post-colonialism in ways that enable them to look
beyond the nation (and in particularly Western nations).
Hjort and Petrie are very well aware of this line of critique which is part of a
scholarly trend that reflects the transnational turn in film studies and their response is
straightforward, “… questions having to do with various forms of nationhood persist
… national categories continue to be invoked with reference to sites of production,
exhibition, acquiescence, resistance or some form of transformation” (2007, 11). As
this indicates, the approach envisioned takes a pragmatic and critical realist stance,
which as a central premise insists on the usefulness of the nation-state as an
analytical framework. As Hjort & Petrie argue “the concept of small nation promises
to shed light on at least some of the ways in which subnational, national,
international, transnational, regional, and global forces dovetail and compete in the
sphere of the cinema” (Ibid., 2). Moreover, what is equally central to the approach
they offer for the current study is its dedication to the analysis of the institutional and
organizational conditions characterizing film industries in small nations:
The point of an analytic of small nationhood in connection with
the institutional bases and outputs of a range of cinemas marked
by partially overlapping problems is not to engage in a process
of demeaning labelling, but to identify inequities and injustices
that call for change. In this sense, small nationhood, at least with
regard to some of its facets, refers to a situation requiring
change. This is particularly true of low GNP and domination as
features of the small nation phenomenon. (Ibid., 7)
As for the definition of small nationhood as an analytical framework, Hjort and
Petrie identify four factors: population size, geographical scale or area, gross national
product (GNP) and questions of domination (Ibid., 4-6). Subsequently, the project,
which they identify as “a comparative analytic of small nationhood” is deliberately
conceived to be comparative in its scope in the sense that they envision it as
“…identifying strength in apparent weakness, and solutions that might be
transferable” (Ibid., 7).
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While the approach presented in The Cinema of Small Nations is
international in its scope, presenting case studies from many different parts of the
world, the comparative component envisioned as a central part of the framework, is
only visible in the sense that different contexts are presented in the same volume. No
actual juxtaposition and comparison between different national contexts are
conducted. This means that the focus of the different case studies in the anthology is
limited to piecemeal examinations of individual small national cinemas and the
characterization of the challenges that small nationhood entail on a case to case basis,
while the possible connections between these different contexts are left for the
readers to ponder. Hence, there seems to be a vital component of the second stage of
the analytical framework, still underdeveloped, which would, if developed, realize
the full potential of the analytical approach envisioned. The agenda involve
expanding the research from a mere focus on problem identification within specific
contexts to the incorporation of a focus on problem-solving through comparison of
different contexts facing similar challenges.
How can this perspective be adapted to the category of developing
countries? The task is taken up here in the context of three developing nations in
Asia and is approached in such a way as to enable a fuller exploration of the
comparative mode. The first thing to notice in relation to the developing countries is
that no generally agreed upon definition of the relevant concept exists. The term
developing countries emerged in the 1960s in a postcolonial atmosphere where
growing political discussion in the West about transferring resources to the less
developed world emerged and made the measurement of the relative strength of
socio-economic development between different countries and regions one of the
important tasks of a range of international organizations such as the OECD, UN and
IMF (Nielsen 2011). Today various types of definitional taxonomies and related
terms exist that emphasize various types of indicators when distinguishing between
developed and developing countries. The most common factor in determining a
country’s position on the ladder of development is the relative size of a country’s
economy, as indicated in a country’s gross national product (GDP) in U.S. dollars or
in per capita gross national income (GNI). Using the World Bank model of
measurement as indicated on its website, developing countries figure within the
category indicating countries with low-to-middle income economics (The World
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Bank). The model does not present a definite threshold in numerical terms between
developing and developed countries, but instead designates a division between
lower-middle income and upper-middle at a GNI of US$ 4,125. As a comparison
developed countries (high income) is designated at a GNI of US$ 12,736 or above.
As a guideline, we can say that a country with a GNI below US$ 4,125 (lowermiddle income) definitely figures within the category of developing countries while
countries immediately above this threshold can be seen to be in a grey area of
transition between the two stages in economical terms. In the case of our three case
study countries, Myanmar (US$ 1,270) and Bhutan (US$ 2,370) figure within the
category of developing countries while Mongolia (US$ 4,280) in recent years has
reached just above the lower-middle level threshold, however still a long way from
reaching the threshold determining the category of developed countries.
A framing of developing countries in terms of economic size shows that all
three countries are small economies, with a relatively low level of purchasing power
per capita. The size of the domestic market and the purchasing power are of course
highly relevant in relation to getting a sense of the commercial environment and its
positive and negative impact on locally rooted film industries. However, domestic
market size and performance are also closely related to a second factor, population
size.
A small population can be considered a sign of economic vulnerability,
particularly in contexts of already weak economic performance, since “[larger]
countries are often more resilient to shocks and have a more diversified economy
owing to the presence of economies of scale supported by a relatively large domestic
market”, while “[smaller] size is often associated with a persistent lack of structural
diversification and dependence on external markets” (United Nations 2008, 49). Both
Bhutan, with a population of 765,000 and Mongolia with 2,910,000 inhabitants, fit
easily within the category of small nation-states, indicating that the size and
performance of the domestic market in these countries are partially determined by
the population size. Moreover, we note that the combination of small population size
and low GDP create a situation of heightened economic vulnerability. On the other
hand, Myanmar with a population estimated at around 53,440,000 people does not fit
the category of a small state in terms of population size and thus seems to avoid the
negative consequences of economic vulnerability related to population size.
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However, despite the large population size we need to remember that Myanmar in
terms of GNI per capita has one of the poorest countries in Asia, which entails a low
purchasing power among inhabitants and thus a low, material living standard.
The next indicator of smallness is geographical size. In relation to this
factor, only Bhutan fits the category with a geographical area of only 38,394 square
kilometers, less than two-and-a-half times the size of the Beijing city region in
China. Both Myanmar (678,500 km2) and Mongolia (1,564,115 km2), on the other
hand, must be considered as large nations, in geographical terms. Especially,
Mongolia covers a huge territory as the second largest landlocked country in the
world, around half the size of India, the second most populous state on Earth.
However, in geographical terms, smallness is not the only marker of possible
economic vulnerability. Also, largeness, when linked to remoteness1, can play an
important role and have a major impact on how a locally-rooted film industry
develops. Mongolia is one of the Earth’s least densely populated countries (density
1,9 people km2), creating difficult conditions for the development of both industries
and a strong domestic film market. The small population and market, combined with
Mongolia’s geographical location, places the country in a relative position of
remoteness from the major markets of the world. In the first instance, the physical
distance and other natural barriers that make transportation costly between major
market centers and the local market affect the local economy’s ability to trade with
other countries (Ibid., 50). Secondly, and crucially in relation to a focus on
developing states, country-specific remoteness reflects import-export balances where
developing countries, many times as consequence of the insufficient local industrial
development and lack of economic diversification, end up with a negative trade
balance, which means that they buy more goods and services abroad than they sell.
Mongolia is an example of a developing country that has historically suffered from
these weaknesses and vulnerabilities related to remoteness. The same can be said
about Bhutan, which has developed in a socio-economic environment of isolation as
a result of its remote and difficult accessibility in the Himalayan region.
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  In relation to the concept of remoteness refereed to in the following, I draw and expand on the
Economic vulnerability Index presented in “Handbook on the Least Developed Country Category”
(United Nations 2008).	
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Myanmar, on the other hand, has not suffered from geographical isolation
that has impeded the country’s ability to develop its economy. However, Myanmar is
the country, which despite its large population, nevertheless is among the poorest
countries in the Asian region, having undergone a very low and slow socio-economic
development during the past fifty years. The reason behind this situation, I would
like to suggest, does not only have to be a result of remoteness that occurs through a
combination of geographical or economical isolation. In addition, remoteness can be
characterized as an effect of socio-politically self-imposed or externally imposed
isolationism. In this sense, even if a state’s geographical location enables easy
market access, remoteness can also be a result of a socio-culturally or politically
motivated withdrawal from international engagement. This type of socio-cultural,
motivated isolation has in different periods and in varying degrees played a pivotal
role in relation to socio-economic development of all three developing countries and
this brings us to the last indicator of smallness.
The question of remoteness and isolation relates to a broader issue of
international power dynamics and relations of domination between states on a global
and regional level, and how this type of relation in social, political, and economical
terms has shaped the development of nation-states. In the case of Mongolia and
Myanmar these countries have historically experienced different trajectories of
subordination to foreign rule, i.e. a form of direct or indirect rule of non-co-nationals,
which ended in the twentieth century.
The country that we today know as Myanmar became a British colony in the
mid nineteenth-century. Named Burma by its colonizers, it was integrated into the
greater Indian crown colony until it gained its independence in 1948. The period of
British colonial rule meant that the new South East Asian country went through a
state modernization process that in socio-economic terms opened up the indigenous
culture to increasing influence from the West. After Burma got its independence, the
country came under the control of a domestic military regime, which gradually led
the country into socio-economic isolation from the international community – a
situation that has shaped the country’s development since the 1960s.
Mongolia gained its independence from centuries of Chinese subordination
in 1911 and in the pursuit of securing national sovereignty the country converted to
communist rule as the second nation in the world in 1924. This strategy would, de
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facto, place the Mongolian nation-state under the ideological, economic, and cultural
dominance of Russia until the communist bloc’s break down around 1990. The
building of close ties with the Soviet Union led to a situation where Mongolia at one
and the same time experienced increased socio-economic openness and isolation. On
the one hand the country began a state modernization process that brought it into
increasing collaboration with other nations in the sphere of the international
community of communist states. On the other hand, the conversion to communism
and the hostile atmosphere that evolved between the East and the West in the postsecond world war era meant that Mongolia became increasingly isolated from the
world outside the sphere of influence of its powerful Soviet benefactor and ally.
After communist rule was abolished in the early 1990s Mongolia commenced a
period of socio-economic transformation that has led the country into increased
socio-economic integration with the rest of the world.
Bhutan has since 1907 been ruled as a sovereign kingdom and has, unlike
the two other countries, not experienced colonial subjection. Geographical
remoteness in the sense of the country’s secluded location in the Himalayan region
has been an important factor in this regard. However, while the development of the
Bhutanese state in the twentieth-century was not directly shaped by the dominance of
no-co-nationals, the specific approach to socio-economic development taken in
Bhutan, which has focused on protection of indigenous culture and economic selfsufficiency, can be seen as a way to safeguard the sovereignty of the nation-state
against foreign encroachment. This means that remoteness in economic and socialcultural terms has been part of a deliberate strategy to counteract the possibility of
foreign socio-economic dominance.
The brief sketch of the socio-political development of each of the three
nation-states suggests that the question of dominance has played an important role
for the path of overall socio-economic development taken in these countries during
the twentieth-century and into the twentieth-first. As indicated, the question of
dominance as a socio-political force, positions the three countries as weak or
vulnerable nation-states in relation to larger and stronger states on account of the
disadvantages they have historically experienced. The disadvantage in question is
either a direct or indirect effect of the level of isolation that the countries have
experienced by internal or external conditions involving a dynamic interrelation of
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geographical, economic and socio-cultural forces. The introduction of the remoteness
indicator thus showcases how dominance, as in the case of small nations, is also a
defining feature of developing countries.
It has been the intention in the foregoing to show that the analytical
framework of small national cinemas as defined by Hjort and Petrie provides a
constructive vantage point in relation to the framing of the empirical study of film
industries and cultures from developing countries. While the comparison of the three
countries in terms of parameters of smallness shows that none of them fit the
analytical framework completely, the different indicators are highly relevant as an
analytic framework. In each case, it is a matter of situating the specifics of the
relevant developing country’s profile in relation to a complex intersection of specific
socio-economic, political and cultural circumstances. The main point is that the
conceptual framing of both developing countries and small nations share
fundamental traits that point to a position of weakness and vulnerability in socioeconomic terms. The implication of applying the indicators to the three developing
countries is that we get different pictures of how the variables have affected the
specific path of socio-economic development. As in the case of small nations, the
recurring observation is that the category of nation-states in question involves a
relative position of disadvantage. If small nationhood evokes a structural
disadvantage so does the label of developing country.
If we now frame the structural challenges in relation to the three developing
countries under investigation—which in all cases are marked by weak economies, a
degree of domination, and some measure of remoteness—we get an approach that
enables us to trace how these broader socio-economic and political factors have
shaped the institutional and organizational development of the film cultures in
question. As suggested by Hjort and Petrie, we are able to engage with the
identification of “inequities and injustices that call for change” (2007, 7). It is exactly
because cinema as a cultural industry is necessarily tied up with questions of access
in social, political, cultural, and economic terms that the commitment to the
empirical investigation of the socio-economic processes and social agency of people
within institutional and organizational settings offers a constructive vantage point.
The viewpoint is especially relevant if one is committed, as Tony Bennett puts it, to
“the need for intellectual work to be conducted in a manner such that, in both
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substance and its style, it can be calculated to influence or service the conduct of
identifiable agents within the region of culture concerned” (Bennett 1992, 23). The
framework proposed by Hjort and Petrie follows this type of commitment: to conduct
context-sensitive and piecemeal research, which is directly attuned to the concrete
and practical conditions and concerns surrounding filmmaking. It is the purpose of
this study to show that the analytical approach is able to produce constructive
insights useful both for understanding the way cinema works as a cultural industry
positioned in and between specific socio-cultural formation[s] (Willemen 2006), and
secondly, how various types of artistic and commercial agency and practices on the
local level are central to the development of locally-based film cultures.
The analytical framework in question suggests an approach that involves the
empirical analysis of the industrial, institutional, and organizational reality of
specific cinemas situated within nation-states. As a result, the aim of this study will
be, firstly, to examine the film cultures of Bhutan, Mongolia, and Myanmar in order
to identify the developmental conditions, i.e. the specific socio-economic challenges
and opportunities faced by film industry stakeholders. This will be done through
individual case study investigations that seek to trace the historical trajectory of the
industrial, institutional and organizational make-up of the film cultures within the
broader framework of the socio-economic, political, cultural context of the countries
in question. The historical account leads to a mapping of the contemporary situation
that entails a more detailed exploration of the questions of how educational practices,
infrastructural and technological conditions, modes of productions, approaches to
distribution and exhibition, and cultural policy measures are facilitating or thwarting
the potential of local film industry development. The special attention given to a
mapping of the contemporary situation seeks to speak to the second aspect of the
analytical framework: “identifying strength in apparent weakness, and solutions that
might be transferable” (Hjort and Petrie 2007, 7.). The focus on problem-solving
embodies the second stage of the analytical framework that seeks to move into a
comparative mode. The comparative mode enables an analytic approach that seek to
engage more readily with the identification and characterization of disadvantages and
possibilities among different specific contexts facing similar challenges as a result of
the complex, multifaceted realities of scale. The central idea here is that the
identification of challenges, through the examination of a range of specific national
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cinema contexts sharing affinities on account of their structural deficiencies, enables
the articulation of a strategy that addresses the specific conditions and identifies
possible proactive approaches and solutions. The latter must be both context
sensitive and transferable between national contexts. As noted earlier, this conceptual
move has yet to be realized and it will therefore be the intention of this study, based
on the initial case study investigations, to operationalize the comparative mode. But
how do we move into a comparative mode that in a sound and convincing way
allows us to address questions of problem-solving related to strategies of film culture
development and sustainability in the context of developing countries? I believe a
region-specific and socio-cultural approach, situated within the Asian context, is the
most valid way of engaging in relevant contextual analyses and comparisons.
An Asian Perspective in the Comparative Study of Film Cultures
The analytical framework of small national cinemas suggests a focus on the
structural challenges within specific national contexts and comparison of conditions
between small national cinemas in developing countries. In relation to the agenda of
comparison, I suggest that what is needed is an approach that identifies a range of
cross-cultural affinities between particular national cinema contexts. The idea is, that
if we want to create a useful comparative framework that allows us to juxtapose
conditions in specific countries, and suggest solutions that are transferable between
specific nation-state settings, we need to expand the definitional framework to
include a focus on cultural affiliation among a range of countries sharing similar
conditions on account of geographical proximity. Here, I do not mean to imply that
anything like an essential or homogeneous form of Asian-ness in social, political, or
cultural terms exists. Moreover, the point is that cultural affinities manifest
themselves in terms of the socio-historical interconnection of a range of cultural
practices, shared values, traditions, and worldviews between different societies.
Hence, a regional perspective on small/developing national cinemas, one focusing on
Asia, presents itself as a promising way to expand the conceptual framework. There
are a number of interrelated reasons for this, which connects to film studies, the way
that the historiography of world cinema has developed, as well as the socio-historical
development of Asia as a world region.
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Asian cinema has, as remarked earlier, received increasing critical attention
from scholars, just as it has attracted an audience from around the world particularly
since the 1980s (Davis and Yeh 2008). It should come as no surprise that the
development of Asian film scholarship (dominated by English language literature)
and its areas of focus have reflected the relative power position of specific nationstates in the region based on their level of socio-economical development.
The academic literature on Japanese cinema is among the most longstanding and proliferating of any national cinemas within Asia and reflects the
recognition of the artistic merits of its film industry. Just as importantly, it reflects
the central geopolitical position that Japan has occupied in the region during the
twentieth century; in the first half as imperial aggressor and in the second half as a
dominant economic power successfully exporting its audio-visual culture to the rest
of the region. The 1980s saw the rise of the ‘four Asian tiger economies’ of Hong
Kong, South Korea, Taiwan, and Singapore, with the growing globalization of these
countries’ economies helping to fuel new trends in the local cinemas that lead to
increased attention from international audiences and scholars. Hong Kong’s ‘New
Wave Cinema,’ emerging in the 1980s, and the development of a ‘New Korean
Cinema’ in the 1990s, along with regional success, are just two examples of cinemas
in Asia that have gained growing scholarly attention as a result of the ‘discovery’ of
novel development trends. The same period also saw the slow rise of China towards
its current position as a world superpower, based on economic reforms; the literature
in the field of Chinese cinema studies has proliferated, particularly since the early
2000s, as the formerly closed- off country slowly emerged on the world stage.
Today Chinese cinema, like that of Japan, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and South
Korea are among the most intensively studied areas within Asian cinema, as testified
by the four volume Chinese Cinema: Critical Concepts in Media and Cultural
Studies (2013) edited by Chris Berry. However, the increased scholarly engagement
with film cultures in the region has also triggered an expansion beyond the socioeconomic power centers in the Eastern part of the region to frame the exploration of
film cultures in other parts of Asia. An increasing range of scholarship has, in the
recent years, begun to frame cinemas in South, South East, and Central Asia as fields
of study, exemplified by anthologies like Southeast Asian Cinema (Margirier and
Gimenz 2011) South Asian Cinemas: Widening the Lens (Dickey and Dudrah 2012),
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Film in Contemporary Southeast Asia: Cultural interpretation and social
intervention (Lim and Yamamoto 2012) and Cinema in Central Asia: Rewriting
Cultural Histories (Rouland, Abikeyeva, and Beumers 2013). These examples, as
well as other similar work, can be seen to apply a transnational perspective in film
studies that seeks to expand the scholarly engagement with cinema to new sites and
the development of new approaches. As a result, the geographical and thematic
coverage of Asian cinema has begun to spread beyond the cinematic powerhouses of
the region and already established areas of engagement. It is by now difficult to find
a film-producing country in the Asian region that has not received at least a minimal
level of attention in the film scholarly literature, press, or online. This includes the
three countries in the current study. However, the few available entries that exist (in
the English language literature) on Bhutan, Mongolia, and Myanmar represent a
minimal scholarly engagement with these cinemas, which continue to place them at
the margins of visibility and recognition within the history of Asian as well as world
cinema.
Their absence or only brief mentioning in volumes that survey Asian
cinemas indicates the peripheral position of these cinemas in the scholarship. For
example, in Being and Becoming: The Cinemas of Asia (Vasudev, Padgaonkar, and
Doraiswamy 2002), produced by the people behind the Asian film journal
Cinemaya,2 none of the three countries are included, despite the volumes stated
intent of giving “an historical overview of cinema in each of the Asian countries
where it has flourished, including those where the cinematic output has been
relatively small.” (Ibid., v-vi.). In Tom Vick’s Asian Cinema: A Field Guide, from
2007, Bhutan and Mongolia each receive a very brief reference, while a second
volume from Cinemaya entitled Asian Film Journeys: selections from Cinemaya
(Doraiswamy and Padgaonkar 2010) surveys national cinemas but includes only
brief entries on Mongolia and Myanmar.
As indicated above, the developments in the exploration of new areas of
film critical and scholarly attention evolve to a great extent as a result of the level of
accessibility to primary sources, i.e. the films and their creators. The historically
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  Cinemaya was launched in 1988 as a film journal by Asians, and the community that grow around it
has played a central role in the efforts of establishing Asian film scholarship and expanding the scope
of engagement with Asian cinema around the region. 	
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limited access to films from Bhutan, Mongolia, and Myanmar, based on their liminal
positions as small/developing cinemas, helps to explain, at least from an international
perspective, the lack of engagement they have received. This is not to say that
beyond the works referenced above, the engagement with the three cinemas in
question has been altogether absent in the scholarly literature or in other types of
writings. However, in each case there are relatively few sources and most of the
writing consists of short pieces. A more in-depth and comprehensive scholarly
engagement with these film cultures and their historical development has yet to be
developed and it is this need that the present study speaks to.
In addition, though the scholarly interest and writing on Asian cinema has
indeed proliferated within the region in recent decades, the trend in the scholarship
has been to follow idealist approaches to the exploration of transnational aesthetics
and cultural dimensions of Asian cinema, i.e. cinematic style, genres and various
representations of identity formation. Less attention has been paid to the empirical
examination or comparative study of the institutional and organizational domains of
the film industries underpinning the existence of cinematic practices and production
outputs in Asia.
Jasmine Nadua Trice’s empirical examination of film consumption cultures
in the Philippine capital of Manila (2009) is a rare example of scholarly film research
in the Asian region that goes beyond textual analysis and engages directly, through
fieldwork, with the contemporary conditions of a local film culture. Her emphasis on
“the circulation of cinema in Metro-Manila [that] focuses on the creation of common
understandings about the role of cinema and ideas of public culture and nation”
(Ibid., 7) reflects the envisioned approach in the current study, and as an example of
another developing cinema in the Asian region, the study showcases how unstable
the institutional and organizational landscape underpinning locally rooted cinema
culture is in many parts of the region. However, Trice stays within the Philippines
and does not attempt to engage in transnational comparison.
From an industry perspective, inter-Asian collaboration seeking to expand
both the commercial and artistic viability of locally rooted cinema is quite a new
phenomenon still developing in both informal and formal ways across both national
and subnational levels in the region (Chen 2010, 214). The fact that it was only in
2004 that AFCNet (Asian Film Commissioners Network) was launched as the first
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effort of regional collaboration with the intention of supporting nationally based film
industries in Asia through transnational connection, collaboration and development,
seems further to support the assertion that neither film industries, their institutional
and organizational framework, nor related policymaking in the region has been
conceived as an area of predominant concern. The conclusion that we can draw from
these tendencies within the development of film studies and the orientation of
scholarly writings points to the fact that despite the efforts of scholars to broaden
both geographical, thematic, and topical perspectives there are still small/developing
cinemas that go largely unnoticed within the Asian region. Thus, little work is being
conducted that deals with the historical or contemporary development of these film
cultures and their industrial, institutional, and organizational frameworks.
With this in mind, and coupled with the proposed attempt to expand the
potential of the comparative scope of small national cinemas to developing countries,
the study adopts a regional scope. Moving the scope to a regional level is meant to
accomplish two main objectives central to the conceptual discussion so far; first to
bring attention and recognition to a range of underexplored film cultures in
developing countries. Secondly, to circumvent and challenge the above-mentioned
tendencies of euro-centric conceptualizations and discussions of film industries and
cultures, which arguably prevent a genuine and deeper understanding of the
underlying cultural, economic, and political factors shaping the development of film
industries outside the West.
In relation to the study of film industries in developing countries from a regional
perspective, Peter J. Katzenstein’s politically realist conceptualization of world
regions is useful. He argues that:
Regions have both material and symbolic dimensions, and we
can trace them in patterns of behavioral interdependence and
political practice. Regions reflect the power and purpose of
states. They are made porous by two sets of factors: the fusion
of global and international processes, and a variety of relations
that link them to political entities operating outside and within
regions. (2005, 2)
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Katzenstein’s analytical framework is useful because he also develops an eclectic
approach, where the definition of regions is predicated on the integration of a
material, ideational, and behavioral understanding of what constitute a region (Ibid.,
6-13). The definition of world regions enables us to situate film industries in
developing countries within a definite geographical space of reference, one
constituted by material concerns (region as a matter of territoriality and dynamics of
power competition), ideational concerns (regions as a matter of especially sociocultural interaction and commonality), and behavioral concerns (regions as a matter
of a definite space characterized by changing human practices, in particular political
forms). This perspective emphasizes the persistence of nation states as sovereign
actors in a world system where regional ties and interregional relations are viewed as
being as important as advances in global and international interrelations.
What Katzenstein is highlighting is a complex interplay of socio-economic
forces that pull in different directions. On the one hand, it underscores the prevalence
of the national as a pivotal centripetal force, which constitutes “the continued
relevance of existing actors and the intensification of the existing relations” (Ibid.,
13). Hence, the nation-state continues to exist as a geographically, politically,
socially, and culturally defined community that is still a predominant anchor point
for people to understand how humans on an individual and collective level identify
themselves and interact with others. On the other hand, and moving in another
direction, the centrifugal dynamics of globalization and internationalization are two
interlinked processes that undermine national cohesion through ‘processes that
reconstitute the spatial and social arrangements within and between states and
societies’ (Ibid., 20).
As we zoom in on specific film cultures in the Asian context and the
exploration of the recent historical development of the institutional and
organizational framework of particular film industries, the regional perspective
becomes a way to zoom out again, i.e. a way to connect the socio-cultural specificity
of the national as one level of analysis with socio-cultural specificities of
supranational commonalities and hierarchical relations as a second level of analysis.
It becomes a way to connect the formation of local film cultural developments,
where the specificity of the historical and cultural domains under investigation is
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respected, with the processes of globalization and internationalization affecting the
local conditions of filmmaking.
In the context of zooming in on film culture within an Asian setting, what is
subsequently needed is to establish an analytical vantage point to help carve out an
Asian perspective on the study of film industry. In his section on the conceptual
definition of regions, Katzenstein notes that “As a concept, ‘Asia’ lacks an obvious
focal point or common tradition” (Ibid., 10). What the comment refers to, is the fact
that large parts of the Asian region, given colonial histories, have been subjected to
the force of a foreign agency (in particular Western), which has had a profound
influence on the social, economic, political, and cultural shaping of nation-states in
the region.
In this sense Asia and Asian became derivative and derogatory labels,
introduced by Westerners to categorize the inferiority of the “other” and to justify
Western imperialist expansions into the region. While this has undoubtedly had a
long-lasting effect on the relationship and interaction (or lack of such) between the
different societies of the region, undermining, to some extent, the possibility of
furnishing regional ties and exploring cultural affinities, a new and positive
awareness of Asian-ness in a multidimensional sense is starting to be encouraged
within the region and among its populations. Appropriating the term Asia and
redefining its meaning(s) is one possible way for people in the region actively to
regain control of the processes shaping the socio-historical development of their lives
from a local to a regional level in the postcolonial era.
Such a perspective has been developed in Kuan-Hsing Chen’s book Asia as
Method (2010), which challenges Katzenstein’s assertion that Asia lacks “a focal
point or a common tradition”. Instead, he argues that Asian cultures do share cultural
affinities that make an Asian perspective well worth pursuing. In this regard, Asia as
method presents itself as a constructive framework, where the perspective is
envisioned as an actual method that will allow the reorientation of Asia, from an
outsider’s perspective to an insider’s self-reflective re-imagining of Asia. As Chen
writes:
‘Asia as method’ [is] a critical proposition to transform the
existing knowledge structure and at the same time to transform
ourselves. The potential of Asia as method is this: using the
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idea of Asia as an imaginary anchoring point, societies in Asia
can become each other’s points of reference, so that the
understanding of the self may be transformed, and subjectivity
rebuilt. On this basis, the diverse historical experience and rich
social practices of Asia may be mobilized to provide
alternative horizons and perspectives. This method of
engagement, I believe, has the potential to advance a different
understanding of world history … Through the use of Asia as
method, a society in Asia may be inspired by how other Asian
societies deal with problems similar to its own, and thus
overcome unproductive anxieties and develop new paths of
engagement (Ibid., 212)
What Chen is describing is an approach that studies Asia from the inside;
understanding that societies and socio-historical formations in Asia are different
from Europe and other regions in the world and that this difference, in terms of the
socio-historical development in Asia, calls for an approach that acknowledges the
distinctiveness and specificity of the Asian context and makes use of translation and
comparison among Asian countries, what Chen refers to as inter-referencing (Ibid.,
223). In fact, the purpose of inter-referencing as a strategy for conceptually
circumventing a Western conception of Asia, speaks to the need to foster closer
regional ties in the sphere of intellectual and academic practices and this also
includes the realm of cultural production. Particularly, it is a call for intra-Asian
exchange through comparative analysis, something that is still a rarity, where the
point of reference becomes the critical study of social formations within local
contexts. It is through this approach that new knowledge and new ways of
understanding and connecting people emerges.
The issue of cultural affinities in the Asian region can be found in examples
such as the development of a written language (calligraphy & characters), the
persistence of certain types of religious/moral/spiritual belief systems (e.g. Buddhism
& Filial piety), and food culture (e.g. rice, curries & chopsticks), which suggest that
it is possible to find cultural commonalities that are distinctively Asian. Moreover,
looking close at formation of nation-states in the Asian region during the postcolonial era, Chen shows that the absorption and translation of the modern concepts
of political culture and institutions associated with the western models of nation
building have not been successfully in Asia. He argues that the failure of the
translation of a western conception of the nation-state in Asia is predicated on
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fundamental behavioral and deep-rooted social practices. These practices are
especially related to the persistence of a hierarchy of social relations revolving
around a paternalistic social system, one that prevents legal contracts from being the
guiding principle of social interaction. In fact, legality (fă) the principle of rule of
law is always the last resort as Chen describes it, within the Chinese system
regulating social relations – a predominant social rule that can be found in many
other Asian societies. Instead, sentiment and reason in that order take priority and
this is true in daily life, where as Chen explains “[w]hen social conduct is socially
regarded as humane or compassionate (qíng) and reasonable (lĭ), it will not be
challenged, even if it is illegal.’ (Ibid., 238). Thus, civil law and the practices
regulating the relationship between those who rule and those being ruled over in a
Western conception of governance, has never been institutionalized effectively as a
principal determining social relations. Rather, social practices and spaces such as
informal economies, networking and support systems beyond the legal perimeter of
the law, what Chen refer to as mínjiān, are all essential aspects of social interactions
and structures in Asia. The continued importance of mínjiān spaces and practices in
many Asian societies has the effect of providing a domain of agency that allows the
majority of a population, the underprivileged, and the commoner to deal with and
overcome the day-to-day struggle of life, offering resources enabling socio-political
mobilization when needed.
Chen’s discussion of the development of Asian nation-states in the twentieth
century becomes a cogent illustration of why this last step in the reorientation of the
conceptual framework of small/developing national cinemas is a constructive
approach. This is the case, not least, because the socio-historical context necessarily
influences the institutional and organizational structures and practices of filmmaking
in specific national contexts. If we want to identify the institutional and
organizational conditions and practices of filmmaking within a range of national
settings in Asia, and secondly compare these countries with the intention of
discussing the prospect of sustainable development, we need to understand and take
the specificity of socio-cultural formations seriously, on a national and regional
level. Understanding that the fundamental fabric of society, rest on the societal
power dynamic played out between state, civil society and the domain of mínjiān,
allows us to grasp more firmly the conditions and practices governing filmmaking in
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local contexts as well as how to approach the formulation of solutions that work both
within and between Asian countries sharing cultural affinities.
The purpose of the foregoing sections has been to establish a conceptual
vantage point and analytical framework that will enable a constructive engagement
with a small group of developing countries and their film cultures within the Asian
region. Firstly, based on a discussion of the theories and methods that underpin the
study of world cinema it has been argued that a genuinely positive and inclusive
perspective will benefit from adapting an eclectic approach that combines aspects of
both ideational and materialist theories and methods. Following this line of thought it
has subsequently been the aim to show that the analytical framework of small
national cinemas represents a fruitful way of achieving this goal, since the approach
is compatible with an analysis of developing countries. The conceptual approach of
small/developing cinemas envisions a focus on industrial, institutional, and
organizational aspects of specific film cultural contexts, with the aim of identifying
the structural weaknesses and challenges that call for changes as well as solutions
that are transferable. As a result, it will be the objective of the case studies to trace
the historical development of the film cultures in Bhutan, Mongolia, Myanmar,
understood as locally (nationally) rooted cultural industries determined by the socioeconomic, political and cultural contexts of origin. The examination of the historical
development leads to a more in-depth mapping of the contemporary landscape of the
respective film cultures and how the recent developments in the industrial,
institutional, and organizational configurations characterize both socio-economic
continuities and changes that create challenges as well as opportunities for the
viability of the locally rooted film cultures. Lastly, the study moves into a
comparative mode, in order to identify solutions and discuss the prospect of
transferable strategies that can counteract weakness and deficiencies in the local
context.
Adapting the framework of small/developing cinemas ultimately aims to
achieve three objectives: Firstly, the historical examination of the film cultural
development in the three countries for the purposes of bringing recognition to the
local cinemas and thereby placing them firmly within the historiography of world
cinema; hopefully further explorations will be encouraged as a result. Secondly, the
comparative mode in the context of a regional perspective speaks to the need for
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scholarship in the Asian region actively to engage in empirical studies that include
analytical comparisons. Thirdly, the study advocates a type of film scholarly
engagement that aims to produce results of interest to stakeholders in the film
industries in the specific contexts under investigation.
Research Design & Methodological Limitation
The adopted research necessitates a multifaceted methodology in connection with the
aim of examining the historical development and contemporary situation of the
industrial, institutional, and organizational framework of three local film cultures
within three developing countries in the Asian region. This is not least the case, as
referred to in the previous section, because film scholarly engagement with these
small/developing cinemas is still in its infancy. As a result, I have adopted an
investigational approach that combines different types of materials and strategies
including: document analysis, quantitative data, qualitative interviews, and
participatory observations.
A diverse range of different documents and other types of written material
has been collected and examined with the aim of creating a historical and
contemporary picture of film cultural development. These sources include academic
writing, newspaper articles, catalogues, policy documents, action plans and
statements of intent, development reports and surveys, and online sites. The role of
this type of material has been to establish a foundation for the historical analysis that
identifies the main stakeholders and agendas of socio-economic, political and
cultural importance shaping the development of each film culture in question.
In relation to the aim of analyzing the historical changes and continuities in
film cultural development, which involve determining or at least indicating the size
and scale of film industrial/cultural activities, empirical data related to production,
distribution, exhibition and circulation have been consulted where available.
However, the general issue regarding the scarcity of data and the inaccessibility of
other types of information related to the local film industries have made interviews
and participatory observations central to the research.
Scarcity and the limited availability of source material has made the oral
testimonies from practitioners and other stakeholders in the local context, or related
to it, a central resource. The different stakeholders figure as primary sources of
information and knowledge about the historical development, but just as importantly
	
  

37	
  

	
  
as agents in contemporary development of the film industry/culture. They are, as a
result of their role and position within the film industry, or engagement with film
culturally related activities, central actors in the contemporary environment who can
provide insight into the contemporary picture. The stakeholders comprise a broad
range of people with different relations to the film industry: some work within the
private sector—such as directors, producers, and exhibitors; others are positioned
within the public sector—such as government officials and policymakers; while yet
another group is part of the civil sector involving non-governmental or civil society
organizations, e.g. festival organizers, journalists, historians, and audiences. It is not
uncommon for the boundaries between these spheres of engagement to be blurry,
enabling stakeholders, particularly the more prominent ones, to be involved in more
than one of the three sectors.
The interaction with the local stakeholders was enabled through fieldwork.
In total six trips to the case study countries were completed over a period of two
years, which enabled me to engage directly and repeatedly with key stakeholders in
the film industry as well as experience the film culture through a range of different
forms of engagements. Most of the interviews were conducted face-to-face in
English or with the help of a translator during research field trips; in some cases,
where necessary and possible, online correspondence aimed at clarification was
developed subsequently. The case of Bhutan is an unfortunate exception to the
aspiration of this study to engage directly with the film culture under investigation
through fieldwork since it has been impossible to get a permit to do research in the
country.
Happily, I have had access to people outside the country with extensive
knowledge about and insight into the film culture in question. In relation to the
present study, I have thus relied on interviews with these people. In the case of
Mongolia and Myanmar repeated field trips have been conducted during the period
of research. This serial approach not only made possible numerous meetings, it also
facilitated the development of robust relations of trust with the local film culture
stakeholders.
The interviews can best be described as a combination semi-structured,
unstructured, and informal conversations (Berger 2000). Some times the interviews
were arranged in advance which allowed for a more structured interview process
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where interviewees were introduced to questions beforehand. At other times it was
necessary to adjust a possible interview situation into a less structured process. This
happened, sometimes because very little time was available to prepare for the
meeting, other times because the interviewee seemed less interested in or
uncomfortable with participating in a formal interview. There was also a third kind
of situation, where it was necessary to act fast when meeting or being introduced to
people who might have insight into a relevant phenomenon and knowledge to share
about it, but not much time to spend talking to a foreign (postgraduate) researcher. In
addition, as an outsider to the local context a great deal of energy in relation to
meetings, interviews, and conversations was channeled into understanding the
interviewee and his/her role within the larger context of the film culture. As a result,
interviews and conversations were generally speaking explorative in nature and
attuned to the specific situation that the meetings occurred in, thus enabling the
interviewees to inform the path of inquiry without diverging to much from the main
aim of the investigation. To ensure a certain level of flexibility as well as a clear
direction in the many types of meetings that occurred during the field trips, I
developed a type of default setting where as a minimum each encounter aimed at
addressing three broader themes: the interviewees were asked about their knowledge
of the local film history, their professional roles and personal experience in the field,
as well as their perspective on the current conditions and parameters shaping the film
culture and their own contribution (Hjort, Bondebjerg, Redvall 2014).
Besides interviews, the field trips have also involved a range of other
engagements that have provided further insights into and understanding of the local
film cultural contexts under investigation. These activities include participating in
public events like local film festivals, visiting local studios, a film archive, and a film
museum, observing a pitching session in a film school and the set of a production in
the making, as well as participating in fora and conferences that bring local film
industry stakeholders together to discuss challenges and prospects for development.
These and other encounters with specific people and places were, for the most part, a
result of the goodwill and genuine interest in supporting a research project that aims
at putting the spotlight on the local film culture in both a historical and contemporary
perspective; the possibility of engaging in different types of participatory
observations has been invaluable to the attempt of making sense of the different
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cultural contexts. In addition, the field trips also allowed me to acquire different
types of documents, the vast majority of which were not available outside the local
context. This includes statistical material, festival catalogues, policy documents,
reports, copies of films and literature in the local language dealing with the
indigenous film culture. All of the material has further helped to shed light on the
specific contexts.
In the end the diverse range of source materials constitute a complex and
multifaceted map of information related to each of the film cultural contexts. To
make sense of the various types of sources, in relation to the purpose of constructing
a factual and fair analysis of the historical development of the three film cultures, I
have applied a hermeneutical approach. It has been a matter of seeking to identify
important issues and central information through a process of comparison. This
strategy can be described as a process of cross-referencing where information
gathered from interviews, documents, and statistical material, are compared in
relation to specific historical events and dates, certain persons and their role in the
industry, relations between people and organizations etc. As a result, the
reconstruction of the history of the developmental changes and continuities presented
in this study’s account tries to reflect events, issues and topics that are identified on
numerous occasions and by various sources as important. However, through both the
individual case studies and the following comparative analysis, it is also the intention
of this study to bring attention to important events and developmental issues in a
historical and contemporary perspective that has so far not been addressed. And this
is the task to which we now turn.
Chapter Outline
In the first case study, presented in chapter two, we will travel to Bhutan, the remote
mountain kingdom in the Himalayas, where the relatively recent emergence of a
local film industry in the 1990s will be placed within the historical context of the
project of nation-state modernization that the small country has experience during
the past century. The historical contextualization is followed by the tracing of the
configuration of the film industry and leads to the mapping of recent institutional and
organizational initiatives. In the case of Bhutan we will see that an indigenous
strategy for socio-economic development, known as gross national happiness, has
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come to play an central role for the formation and sustainment of a locally based
audio-visual industry and that transnational collaboration on the level of film policy
development and capacity building figure as prominent initiatives that seek to
support local culture and businesses.
In chapter three and four we turn our attention to the steppes of central Asia
and the examination of Mongolian film culture. Because of the long history of film
industry and cultural development that Mongolia have experienced the examination
is divided into two parts. Chapter three will traces the initial formation and later
development of a local film industry under communist rule in the 1920s over the
transition to a liberal democracy and free market economy in the 1990s and 2000s.
The chapter will show that a Mongolian cinema developed as a result of the close
socio-economic and political ties with the Soviet Union and that the socio-economic
transformation of the country initiated in the 1990s represented a range of
fundamental challenges and opportunities for the local film culture. With the
historical backdrop in mind chapter four will consider in more details the recent
development trends in the local film culture focusing on how a range of film industry
actors, from practitioners to politicians, have responded to the challenges and
opportunities conditioning the prospect of sustainable development of the local film
industry.
This leads to the third and final case study that will take us to Myanmar in
the Southeast region of Asia. As in the case of Mongolia the examination is divided
into two parts. Chapter five will present an historical account of the formation of a
Burmese film culture under British colonial rule in the 1910s to the 1930s and the
later development of the film industry in second half of the century under shifting
authoritarian regimes. The chapter presents an account that emphasis the central role
of government censorship as a main social force shaping the historical development
of the Burmese cinema and how the emergence since the 1980s of a parallel audiovisual industry has become a way for local industry actors to work around and to a
certain extent undermine the social control enforced by the state. The historical
survey is followed by the mapping and analysis of the current institutional and
organizational environment of the Burmese film industry and culture in chapter six.
The chapter will, as in the other case studies, focus on presenting what is considered
to be the most important development trends connected to various patterns of
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interrelations between stakeholders through a broad range of film cultural initiatives
in the areas of film policy and regulation, production, distribution, and exhibition,
film education and training. Here we will see that socio-economic and political
reforms initiated in recent years have enabled various civil and political society
actors to create new initiatives that address a range of central problems facing the
local film culture, while the intermingling of political and economic interests on the
other hand continue to represent central challenges to the prospect of positive
developments of the Burmese film industry.
The finale chapter brings the three case studies are together in a comparative
analysis that seek to draw lines of comparisons between the strengths and
weaknesses of the industrial, institutional, and organizational conditions charactering
the environments of film cultural development identified in the individual case
studies.
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

42	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

Chapter 2
The Bhutanese Film Industry

Developing a Local Film Culture:
Between Gross National Happiness and Small Nation
Collaboration
In face of current imbalance in flows and exchanges of
cultural goods and services at the global level, it is
necessary to reinforce international cooperation and
solidarity aimed at enabling all countries, especially
developing countries and countries in transition, to establish
cultural industries that are viable and competitive at national
and international level. (UNESCO 2002)
Introduction
Filmmaking in Bhutan is still in a relatively early stage of development as an art
form and commercial enterprise. However, the attraction of cinematic storytelling for
the local inhabitants of this remote mountain kingdom has already made its impact
and as the country continues its path of modern nation-state formation and
democratization the development of a locally rooted film industry becomes a sign of
both modernization and an attempt to reaffirm and imagine its own cultural
specificity as it enters the international community of nation states.
From the late 1990s onwards, the focus on the importance of media,
including cinema, was intensified as the result of the introduction of television and
the Internet in Bhutan, which was itself part of the kingdom’s transition towards the
establishment of a democratic constitutional monarchy in 2008. The attention given
to the film sector in recent years is thus on the one hand a result of the extensive
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socio-political development that Bhutan is undergoing and on the other hand a direct
response to public and academic discussions about the role of the media in
Bhutanese society, where protection of local culture is an integrated part of the
country’s development goals. The recognition of the central role that audio-visual
culture will play in the present and future development of the Bhutanese culture has
prompted a call by local stakeholders for a comprehensive approach to the creation
of a system capable of giving due support to a still emerging audio-visual industry
and in particular to the development of the domestic film sector.
This chapter will present a historical examination of the development of the
Bhutanese film sector, which will lead to a critical analysis of a range of issues of
opportunities and challenges that present themselves as pivotal to the current and
future maturation of the Bhutanese cinema and the prospect of sustainable
development in a local context. The chapter is divided in to three main parts. The
first part will give an account of the larger cultural and socio-political context of
nation state modernization in which the recent development of an audio-visual
culture is located and identify the central range of ideas and characteristics of this
development that has deeply influenced and continues to guide the development of
the film sector. Secondly I will trace and map the historical development of cinema
in Bhutan in term of the overall framework of the emergence of local filmmaking,
distribution, and exhibition. Subsequently, this will lead to the third and final part,
which will deal in detail with the recent institutional and organizational development
of the domestic film industry, the challenges and opportunities that the sector faces in
light of the larger societal transformations occurring in Bhutan and the policy
initiatives launched as a response to this development.
Organizing the three parts of the chapter is the discussion of a range of
institutional questions pertaining to the very possibility of developing a local
Bhutanese cinema. First, how and why have cinema and the local film sector become
a priority area in Bhutan and who are the central stakeholders in the local context?
Second, how and why has Denmark, a small Nordic country with few cultural ties to
Bhutan, become a key collaborator in the efforts to develop the film industry and
forge a suitable policy framework for supporting local filmmaking? Third, how is the
type of collaboration between the two small countries in question best described,
how has the collaboration affected the effort of strengthening the local Bhutanese
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film sector, and what is needed to secure the continued development of locally based
filmmaking? The point is to capture the nature of a partnership that has been crucial
to the initial attempts to forge a supportive institutional and organizational
framework as it pertains to the development of a national cinema culture, but also to
shed light on the very possibility of transnational collaboration between nations in
the field of cultural production. The focus centers on how the key institutional
players within one small national cinema culture enter into a partnership with another
small nation with the intention of using the guidance based on accumulated
knowledge and experience within the fields of institution-building, policy-making,
and practice-based film education to initiate the pursuit of a sound foundation for the
sustainable development of a local film sector. Furthermore, exploring the
development of a film sector in the Bhutanese context will help elucidate how
Bhutan has chosen a rather unique approach to institution-building and cultural
policy making within the larger context of state modernization. This is an approach
and a strategy that might serve as an inspiration for other countries in the region
facing developing challenges in the field of media as well as for established film
industries in smaller countries around the world looking for ways either to strengthen
or revitalize locally based cultural industries. Hence, before we can take a closer look
at the recent emergence of a national cinema culture in Bhutan and particularly the
contemporary attempt to establish a variable institutional and organizational
framework for a locally based film industry, we need to place this against the
backdrop of the development of the Bhutanese society as it has unfolded during the
past century.
The Bhutanese Path Toward an Indigenous Conceptualization of Nation State
Modernization
In his article “The Politics of Bhutan: Change in Continuity” (2000) Thierry Mathou
argues that the modernization process in Bhutan has followed a path of progress that
has been determined by a distinct combination of factors that have shaped the
patterns of socio-political development and more particularly the premises guiding
the approach to institution-building and policy-making. The central factors that
Mathou identifies are: cultural identification, national independence, a tradition of
consensus, a synthesizing capacity, and the central role of the hereditary monarchy
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(Ibid., 229). The implication of these factors, understood as culturally specific
principles determining the trajectory of the socio-economic development in Bhutan,
illuminate the unique approach to nation-state development and democratization that
has emerged in Bhutan.
The roots of national unification of Bhutan stretch back to the early
seventeenth-century, when the lama Ngawang Namgyal declared Bhutan’s autonomy
from Tibet and established an independent political and religious state. A theocratic
rule based on the Drukpa sect’s customs, traditions, and language would
subsequently forge the national identity of the Bhutanese as a distinct people.
Nevertheless, the period of the theocracy, which saw the division of society between
a privileged monastic community governing the state and the secular community of
ordinary people, was fraught with instability as a result of both internal power
struggles and foreign aggression. This situation would last until 1907 when a new
political order was established with the introduction of hereditary monarchy, which
put the Wangchuck family of the major ethnic group, the Drukpa, in power. Under
the first five decades of monarchic rule socio-political stability was achieved through
a systematic focus on centralizing and modernization of the administrative powers of
the state, the introduction of tax reforms and western style education (Ura and Kinga
2004, 6). The propagation of its religious and traditional costumes as well as the
language of Dzongkha, which became the national language in 1961, further fortified
the forging of cultural identification, or more precisely national identity in the sense
of Drukpa culture becoming official Bhutanese culture. Additionally, the kingdom
inherited a range of religious traditions and institutions, in particular a Mahayana
Buddhist world-view, which in its teachings puts an emphasis on ideals such as
compassion, respect for life and nature, social harmony, compromise, and the
prevalence of individual development over material achievements (Mathou 2000,
230). These ideals would come to play an important role in the shaping of the
political development despite the separation of religious and political power under
monarchic rule. The fact that these Buddhist ideals would direct the political
development rather than the already globally competing ideologies of the 20th
century, socialism and liberalism, is closely related to the way in which the idea of
national independence and its path of development would be envisioned from the
1950s onward.
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The kingdom was relatively closed off from interaction with the
surrounding world through most of the 20th century, partially a result of its
sequestered location but just as importantly as a result of a self-imposed cultural
isolationism; an isolationism that can be seen as a kind of survival strategy,
developed to ensure the country’s autonomy and independence from the two regional
superpowers, India and China, bordering the country on all sides. An increased focus
on the protection of national independence and self-determination developed in
Bhutan after the Chinese invasion and subsequent annexation of Tibet in 1951 and
China’s incrased focus on the Bhutanese-Tibetan border after a Tibetan rebellion
against Chinese rule was neutralized in 1959.
As Thierry Mathou contends in his analysis of the political development in
Bhutan during the twentieth century, “preserving its sovereignty has been one of the
main objectives of its foreign policy” (Ibid., 231).
Despite the insistence on maintaining political and cultural autonomy,
which was instigated by the king through a range of preservationist policies such as
restricting tourism, and mandating the use of national clothing and other local
traditions (Clayton 2007, 77), the process of state modernization continued in the
1960s. While China as the Northern neighbor would play a peripheral role and was
mostly perceived as a potential threat, India, as Bhutan’s southern ally, would guide
and influence the initial attempt at reforms made by the third Druk Gyalpo (king)
Jigme Dorje Wangchuck in the 1960s and followed by his son the forth Druk
Gyalpo, Jigma Singye Wangchuck, from the 1970s onward. Indeed, foreign
assistance in terms of financial support and know-how have been a necessary factor
enabling the modernization process as the general education and literacy level among
the local Bhutanese population was extremely low until thirty years ago3. In this
sense, the history of Bhutan as a developing nation beginning a transition towards a
new type of governance in the form of a western-style, modern state democracy,
seems to mirror the story of many other developing countries in the twentieth and
early twentieth-first century. However, unlike many other developing countries
where the attempts at transition have been premature or rushed, internally contested,
and thus highly unstable, Bhutan stands out as a noteworthy case. This is a result of
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  In 2005 70% of the population over 25 year had no formal education (Sinpeng 2008, 29).
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the ability of the ruling monarchy to control the gradual process of reforms without
being contested by either a national elite or encountering resistance from the general
populace. In fact, it was the monarch himself who recognized the potential of regime
change as a benefit for the nation:
I do not believe that the system of absolute monarchy, wholly
dependent on one individual, is a good system for the people
in the long-run. Eventually, no matter how carefully royal
children are prepared for their role, the country is bound to
face misfortune of inheriting a King of dubious character
(Sinpeng 2008, 38).
On the other hand the Bhutanese population has been mostly skeptical towards the
idea of democratic rule, which can be seen as a reflection of both the lack of political
consciousness among the populace and the Bhutanese’s deep devotion to and trust in
the governing powers of the monarchy. It is worth pausing here to acknowledge this
rare, if not exceptional case of “democracy from above” to cite Aim Sinpeng (2008),
where an uncontested, sovereign ruler with absolute political power and a solid
popular mandate is the sole mastermind behind his own gradual loss of exclusive
privileges and executive authority. It is the vision and authorial agency of the
monarch and the consistency across the generations of kings within the monarchical
institution as well as the pragmatic and gradual approach to modernization of the
political and economical system by this agency that have enabled the hand-over of
political power to the people.
The gradual modernization of the political system was further facilitated by
a fundamental notion of consensus as the guiding principle of political negotiation
and contestation as well as the process of synthesis capacity, i.e. a self-conscious
strategy of appropriation of foreign influence. In relation to the former, we see how
Buddhist ideals inform the practical approach to social interaction in the sense that
the Bhutanese philosophy of good governance is based on the idea of balancing the
power of social forces in society between the use of violence and peaceful measures.
This approach is inherited from the feudal theocracy predating the establishment of
the monarchy, where a dual system of governance balanced the powers of the sacred
and secular spheres of society. Since violence was traditionally channeled through
religious practices “peace has become a system of government used by the civil
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administration known as the ‘Peaceful’.” (Mathou 2000, 232). Hence, peaceful
governance is translated into a tradition of consensus where the idea of the winnertakes-all in the political sphere is perceived as debilitating for the cohesiveness of
society. Instead, disagreement and disputes are to be avoided through compromises
and informal settlements. The practice of settling disagreements outside the legal
system permeates all levels of society, which historically has been based around
smaller communities rather than large-scale social structures, and like many other
Asian societies, prevails as the most trusted way of dealing with disputes and other
challenges in local communities4. In the Bhutanese context, the bureaucracy of a
western style legal system was introduced as part of the modernization process but
continues to be used only as the last resort in disputes; it is generally considered a
failure if consensus cannot be reached and a disagreement has to be settled in court.
The introduction of a western style legal system and a political
administration coupled with how these institutional settings are mixed with a
continuation of Bhutanese traditions is a good example of the way in which foreign
influences are being consciously appropriated and reshaped to fit the context of the
local culture, rather than the other way around. It reflects the principle of a synthetic
capacity, which represents the method of importing ideas and solutions but altering
and integrating them in a way that makes them fuse with local costumes and
traditions, thus making them “consistent with the local system of values” (Mathou
2000, 234). That this has not been a vague form of purpose statement but in fact an
unwavering part of the Bhutanese approach to the process of modernization is a
result of the conscious commitment by the reformist-orientated monarchy and its
administration to avoid the problems encountered by other developing countries in
the process of implementing western style institutions and policies. While Bhutan
has been largely dependent on foreign aid in the form of financial support and
professional advice in the process of initiating developing strategies, including
political reforms and institution building, the country has nevertheless been able to
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  This form of rule-by-man based on socio-cultural traditions and codified customs of interaction
found in local communities is reminiscent of what Partha Chatterjee (1998) has coined political
society in an Indian context and Kuan-Hsing Chen (2010) Mínjian in an Chinese context discussed in
the introduction. The persistence of this form of decentralized governance within many Asian
societies as opposed to a univocal adherence to rule-by-law in Western societies is a clear marker of
difference that influence all level of society and the way social interaction is structured. The
importance of these forms of unofficial interaction and informal social networks are crucial to have in
mind in relation to the discussion of the sources of the challenges and strength of local filmmaking. 	
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avoid ending up in a situation where external forces have taken control of the
direction or pace of change. In fact, the Bhutanese have strongly rejected
paternalistic attitudes from foreign donors towards the process of development in
Bhutan and collaborators have respected the ownership and authority of the
Bhutanese state in relation to the approach to development.
Taking Happiness Serious as the Goal of National Development
The five factors identified by Mathou constitute a corpus of interrelated, ancestral
socio-political principles that have directed the specific way in which Bhutan has
approached its own path of development. Moreover, these pre-modern principles
embody tropes of cultural specificity, in terms of values, costumes and traditions,
which have not been supplanted by imported ideals in the name of modernization.
Instead, they have become the bedrock upon which a unique and truly indigenous
conceptual framework for the strategic development of Bhutanese society is
envisioned. This development strategy closely corresponds with what has been
identified as the central aim in the process of modernization, an aim, which apart
from stating the intention of raising the material living standard and securing the
sovereignty and self-reliance of the country, has foregrounded the altruistic and less
quantifiable objective of fostering the prosperity and happiness of the Bhutanese
people (Priesner 1999, 28). Hence, the focus on happiness and well-being has been a
determining factor shaping the strategy of development in Bhutan since the
modernization process was initiated in the 1960s. In practice, this strategy has meant
that the building of social institutions providing universal healthcare and education to
the Bhutanese population was prioritized rather than the immediate industrialization
of the country.
In the 1970s the king unfolded the Bhutanese approach to development when
he introduced the concept of Gross National Happiness, thereby popularizing an idea
that served to shift the emphasis away from the Gross Domestic Product index,
widely understood as one of the main indicators of Western-style modernization
(Priesner 1999; Ura et al. 2012). As the name of the concept signals, rather than
seeing economic and material growth as the necessary prerequisite for the
development of prosperous societies, indeed, as the forces dictating the aim of social
development, Gross National Happiness (GNH) on the other hand foregrounds
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immaterial components of human well-being and flourishing as the central goal of
societal development. That is, within the development of a new Bhutanese polity,
human happiness and well-being are taken seriously to a degree that continues to
baffle many western observers from liberal-capitalist, industrialized societies. One of
the main reasons causing this bafflement is the fact that in the western tradition of
liberal-capitalist societies mainstream notions of human happiness have come to be
understood in relatively shallow ways, through an instrumental equating of wellbeing with material possession and a linear conception of life and growth based on
the prevalence of a combinations of specific ideologies, in particularly the regimes of
Judeo-Christian religion and capitalism.
Bhutanese traditions, on the other hand, are informed by a Buddhist
conception of life that provides a holistic approach to human development and social
practices. In this approach the individual is situated within a social space where
everything is envisioned to be connected, where there is no moral hierarchy favoring
humans over non-human entities and where life is perceived as a never-ending cycle
of repetition. Thus, the well-being of individuals is dependent on their harmonious
relationship with both nature and the social environment that they are an integral part
of. Happiness and flourishing, in this way of thinking, can only exist where
equilibrium between the spiritual (non-material) and material aspects of life is
achieved. Here the preoccupation with economic growth as a goal means that it is
only relevant to the extent that it advances well-being through the promotion of
sustainable relationships between human beings and between humans and nature
(Priesner 1999, 37-38). Coupled with the specific cultural and historical context of
twentieth century Bhutan, this worldview supports an approach to social
development that identifies four overall pillars in the philosophical conceptualization
of GNH (Ura et al. 2012, 9):
v Sustainable and equitable socio-economic development
v Environmental conservation
v Preservation and promotion of (local) culture
v Good governance5
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GNH thus embodies the Bhutanese state’s response to what has been perceived as
the chief challenges facing the small nation as it continues its path of modernization.
It is in the context of these particular historical developments, including the
objectives linked to GNH, that a locally based and nationally rooted film culture in
Bhutan emerged. In recent years, it has been a matter of further developing this film
culture, the intention being to consolidate its existence as a fully-fledged national
cinema.
Stefan Priesner, who served as UN’s head of the governance unit in Bhutan (19972001), identifies in his account of the conceptual framework of Gross National
Happiness the following three future challenges to the persistence of Gross National
Happiness as a model of development: The pressure on cultural preservation, socioeconomic challenges, and subsequently the superimposition of Gross National
Happiness by foreign ideals (Priesner 1999, 41). The two first challenges identified
have particular relevance in relation to the development of a national film industry
and in particular the attempt in recent years to develop a policy framework related to
the creation of a platform for media and an audio-visual culture in Bhutan.
On the level of protecting and preserving local Bhutanese traditions and
costumes from what can be perceived as the eroding influence of foreign influence,
Priesner remarks that the policy approach has been overtly defensive, focusing
mostly on marginalizing and inhibiting the impact of cultural exchange through
restrictive and regulatory measures, as the examples of strict regulation on tourism
and dress code showcase. The problem is that this form of cultural regulation is
“narrow and static” (Ibid., 42) in the sense that it runs the risk of only addressing the
challenges of cultural erosion in a superficial way rather than dealing with the more
fundamental obstacles. Instead, Priesner calls for a more proactive approach to the
sustainability of local culture through broad and constructive strategies of promotion
and social inclusion. For example, Priesner mentions the education system as an area
where the promotion of local culture could be enhanced in a positive way. This could
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be done by emphasizing Buddhist worldviews and values in relation to the teaching
of culture within the national school system, which has otherwise been heavily
influenced by western philosophy and scientific worldviews. In this case the
challenge is to reposition and carve out a space for the indigenous culture as a natural
component within a particular institutional framework, here a system of education,
adapted from abroad because it is deemed useful and suitable in the context of
Bhutanese development.
Tshewang Dendup, in his article “Roar of the Thunder Dragon: The
Bhutanese Audio-visual Industry and the Shaping and Representation of
Contemporary Culture” (Dendup 2006), gives us another example of this form of
positive synthesis between local and foreign cultural practices where specific cultural
trends or ideas from abroad are encompassed within the larger framework of local
traditions and costumes. He describes how a group of young people travelled the
countryside with the mission of educating the local communities and villages about
HIV/AIDS through the use of traditional Bhutanese dance and songs “…set to funky
modern rhythms … [that] entertained the crowds with moves that were a fusion of
the old and the new” (Ibid., 43).
As we see in these two examples, there is a possibility of applying a more
positive and proactive approach to cultural preservation where the fusion of local
traditions and foreign influences, through appropriation and synergies, becomes an
act of social and cultural empowerment. Cultural practices and traditions have never
been static entities but develop over time – a simple but very important notion that
has a tendency to escape our attention as social creatures of habits. Nevertheless, the
potential recognition of this strategy in the Bhutanese context enables the possibility
for a slow and gradual reorientation of specific traditions and costumes through the
fusion of new patterns of behavior with traditional practices still embedded and
continually deemed desirable for the continued cohesion of the national community.
The point here is that a national cinema presents itself as an example of another
socio-cultural arena that could be nurtured with the intention of supporting the
preservation and development of a national culture through the fusion and
intersection between local traditions and global influence.
The second challenge to the priorities of Gross National Happiness is about
how to secure a stable socio-economic development. The process has already been
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initiated, particularly through liberalization policies that are supposed to stimulate
private sector growth. However, the logic and ideals of free market capitalism do not,
in certain crucial aspects, dovetail with the orientation and aims presented in the
GNH concept. The concern here is that a reorientation towards economic
development will downplay if not all together sidetrack the commitment to noneconomic concerns as the state’s role as regulator must necessarily be decreased to
allow the market forces to thrive. The expected social effect of this is that people will
drift towards more materialist values undermining the vision and path set, in
particular as this relates to the commitment to the conservation of local nature and
culture (Priesner 1999, 44).
Consequently, the question becomes whether it is possible to find a middle
way between succumbing to a liberal-capitalist market ideology and continuing an
overtly protectionist-conservative model of development. The answer to the
question, as Priesner suggests, is a confirmation of this possibility, just as the model
of governance that presents itself as suitable for the Bhutanese approach to
development is closer to the European-style welfare state model. It is worth
considering that when Priesner wrote his article, around the end of 1990s, it was still
difficult to predict the direction and pace of development in Bhutan as both
protectionist and liberalizing policy strategies had emerged at a slow pace during the
1980s and 1990s. Here, fifteen years later, the picture seems to be a bit clearer. In
particular the development of a national audio-visual industry, which was initiated in
1999 and includes the emergence of a locally based film sector, presents a more
precise indication and reflection of how the small nation has continued its path of
modernization along the lines of GNH.
Moreover, the public and academic discussions about the role of the media
in Bhutanese society and subsequently the policy work initiated in recent years to
regulate the development and impact of both the media and the audio-visual sector
provide a useful empirical example of why, on the one hand, a regulatory state model
that tries to limit the risks of social and cultural fragmentation as well as
environmental deterioration fits well with the Bhutanese conceptual framework of
development and, on the other hand, how the audio-visual industry, in particular the
development of local filmmaking, can be seen as an arena of cultural production, in
the intersection between art and commerce, that has the ability to create a dynamic
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and fruitful interaction between local and foreign culture. In addition to this, as will
become clear later, the concept of GNH and the principle underpinning its
emergence as described above will provide answers to the question as to why Bhutan
chose Denmark as an inspiration and collaborator in the areas of film policy and the
practical education of filmmakers and how the collaboration has affected the
development of the film sector. But before we begin to analyze how different
stakeholders, institutions, and organizations have engaged in the development of the
film sector in recent years, it is necessary to situate this partnership within the recent
emergence of an audio-visual culture including, as will be examined in the next
section, the discussion of the role of film as part of the audio-visual industry within
Bhutanese society.
Gross National Happiness and the Audio-visual Culture: Opportunities and
Risks
While the aim is to reap the benefits of mass media, its
excessive influence threatens to undermine [the] indigenous
culture and value-system. The immediate consequences of
such a penetration are already visible through a creation of
new Bhutanese culture in major urban centres like Thimphu
and Phuentsholing (Rapten 2001, 173).
Television and the Internet were not permitted in Bhutan until 1999 and the above
quote from an early media study that targets both the already established media of
newspapers, radio and cinema exhibition as well as the two newcomers, acutely
reflects the general cultural concerns that led the monarchy to ban these media
platforms in the first place. With the preparation for the first democratic election in
mind, which would constitute a paradigm shift in governance, the attitude towards
mass media and its role in Bhutan changed. This has especially been relevant in
relation to the challenge of handing over the power to the Bhutanese people through
the introduction of universal suffrage and thus fostering a public sphere
encompassing the whole nation. As the then editor in chief of the largest newspaper
in Bhutan, Kinley Dorji, explained the shift in attitude at an international seminar
dedicated to the topic of Media and Public culture in Bhutan:
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Media must help society to understand change and, in the
process, define and promote the right values, including public
values. … The role of the media in democratic governance
has always been to provide the public space for the people’s
views and to initiate public discussion. As a developing
country, of course, we keep in mind our own priorities like
our relations with other countries. … We have to understand
media in the context of GNH. … GNH requires that people
make important decisions. The role of the media is to give
them the information, to empower them, to make those
decisions. (Dorji 2006, 4-5)
This second quote indicates that the worry reflected in the earlier study has now been
joined (but not substituted) by a more affirmative and proactive understanding of the
role of the media, closely linked to the process of transition to a constitutional
democracy and the continued insistence on following an indigenous approach to
social development. This approach expresses an attempt to balance a selective
adoption and reworking of new and foreign ideas and models of governance with the
preservation of local values and traditions. Yet, the regime change, coupled with the
creation and promotion of new media outlets and private sector initiatives, has put
clear pressures on indigenous culture and identity, as flows of global culture find
new ways of reaching local citizens and consumers. In this context, Kinely Dorji
presents media advertising as a good example of how central aspects of a capitalist
free-market-based economy in Bhutan not only challenge but also potentially work
to undermine core Bhutanese values and subsequently the pursuit of Gross National
Happiness. The fundamental problem with advertising is that advertisements “aim is
to inflame our desire”, which in a Buddhist worldview of ethics only leads to
suffering (Dorji 2006, 7). The manipulation of our unconscious desires resulting in
the craving for material pleasures is a defining component of market-based societies
but goes directly against the philosophy of Gross National Happiness. Hence, the
liberalization policies that are perceived as necessary components of the transition
strategy to modern state democracy present a range of empirical risks that can
endanger the principal aim of Gross National Happiness. The counter-balancing of
these risks in a Bhutanese context becomes the continuation of regulatory and
supportive measures that enable the government (in dialogue and collaboration with
private sector stakeholder) to monitor, influence, and to a certain extent control the
institutional development of the media and their contents in Bhutan.
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The emergence of local filmmaking within the past twenty-five-year-period
represents a notable case of how Bhutan has chosen to deal with what is consciously
perceived as opportunities and risks to the envisioned path to national development.
Seen from the perspective of the protectionist attitudes embodied in the four main
pillars of Gross National Happiness, the establishment of a film industry on the basis
of free market ideals can be seen to represent three immediate risks:
I.

A risk to the persisting promotion and preservation of Bhutanese
values and tradition as the representation of foreign values and ideals
in the audio-visual culture, including cinematic storytelling, will
undermine the indigenous culture.

II.

A risk to the conservation of the natural environment in Bhutan as the
production of movies has the potential of offsetting the ecological
balance by pollution and the excessive and negligent use of natural
resources and locations.

III.

A risk of the loss of independence and control by Bhutanese
filmmakers of local production in the face of the possibility of the
inflow of foreign investment into local film productions, distribution,
exhibition, and infrastructure.

The first and third risk are those that many smaller nation states more or less directly
identify as a reason to intervene with regulatory measures as a result of pressures on
the local film culture from the dominant regional and global players. The next risk,
which identifies the potential environmental hazards related to filmmaking,
represents a more unusual emphasis, one that is less frequently considered on the
level of policy making related to the business of film. The relation between
filmmaking and environmental risks is still a fairly underexposed area of study and
has only recently come under scrutiny as argued by Richard Maxwell and Toby
Miller in their article “Film and the Environment: Risk Offscreen” (2012).
Maxwell and Miller focus on cases of environmental damage produced by
global Hollywood, which showcases how the most powerful film industry in the
world ventures into foreign territory and destroys the natural environment without
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much consideration for the impact and consequences for local communities and the
natural environment. While it is true that environmental risk in the context of small
film industries in general, compared to the multibillion dollars blockbusters produced
by Hollywood, seem relatively benign, there are two reasons why this type of risk
still matters in a Bhutanese context. Firstly, as should be evident at this point, the
focus on environmental protection is not just a vague political statement in the
Bhutanese context but in fact an ethical principle, i.e. a categorical demand,
determining human behavior in relation to the natural world. Since ideals like this
have a tendency to succumb when faced with the hard facts of a complex reality
where human agency is oftentimes informed and controlled by less virtues intentions,
it makes sense to foreground this ethical commitment as a guiding principle for the
development and implementation of policies. This leads to the second and third issue
of risk in relation to the development of a sustainable local film industry, which
involves a range of opportunities that focus on the potential of attracting foreign
productions and infrastructure investments to Bhutan by offering the pristine natural
surroundings of the mountainous nation along with its inhabitants as locations, cheap
facilities, and labor for productions. In such an instance, some form of regulatory
measures would seem justifiable, as the case of Hollywood indicates, since local
governments and communities cannot automatically depend on the fact that foreign
production companies visiting the country will show consideration or respect for the
aims and goals of local stakeholders. (We will return to the examination of these
opportunities and risks in more detail when we look closer at the recent film policy
initiatives).
As the last point indicates we are now entering the policy level. In the
following I will outline the historical development of Bhutanese cinema in order to
better understand how filmmaking as an art form and commercial enterprise has
become an industry of national priority. This account will subsequently lead us to a
closer examination of the institutional and organizational development of the film
sector in light of the possibilities and challenges that filmmaking in Bhutan currently
faces, including the cultural policymaking and capacity building activities that have
played a pivotal role in the attempt to forge a sustainable framework for an
indigenous film industry.
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The Development of a Local Film Industry, Its Stakeholders and Challenges
The first steps toward the establishment of local filmmaking in Bhutan is relatively
recent seen in the larger picture of world cinema and dates back to 1988 when Ugen
Wangdi, a local pioneer in the audio-visual industry, directed what is now considered
the first Bhutanese movie Gasa Lamai Singye (Dundup 2006, 40). In fact, cinema as
a form of public entertainment had been introduced almost three decades earlier in
1960, when the first exhibition venue for movies opened in the trading town of
Samdrup Jongkhar in the southeastern part of Bhutan bordering India. Four years
later an additional cinema opened in another southern border town, Phuentsholing,
but it was not until 1972 that the first cinema, the Luger Theatre, opened in the
capital of Thimphu (Rapten 2001, 176). As of late 2011 Bhutan had eight cinemas
spread between six cities with the capital of Thimphu being the only location with
more than one cinema. The Lugar Theatre with its single screen and 880 seat
capacity continues to be the biggest cinema in the country. The film producer deals
directly with the cinema about the negotiation of a theatrical release, which means
that no real distribution network exists. A successful film will run for around three
weeks until the spectator numbers dwindle to a point where profit becomes too low
and the film is replaced (Bunnik et al. 2011).
Domestic film productions were still a somewhat rare encounter during the
1990s where a small number of local artists started out as autodidact filmmakers
shooting productions using cheap VHS video and later Digital video equipment
(Clayton 2007, 80). It is estimated that sixty movies were produced in Bhutan from
1989 to 2005, with most of them being made after 2000 where the annual production
output grew to between seven and thirteen releases, while at least thirty-six
production house were in operation (Dendup 2006, 40). Since the mid-2000s the
local film industry have continued to grow averaging thirty productions yearly. It is
worth noting that in 2010, when 52 local films were produced, not all got the chance
to be screened in a theatre, which is attributed to the fact that there is limited access
to screening opportunities as a result of an insufficient number of available screens
(Bunnik et al. 2011). .
The growth in the film industry is related to institutional efforts initiated in
1999 when the Motion Picture Association of Bhutan was established as an umbrella
organization representing the diverse group of Bhutanese who where venturing into
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the Bhutanese industry as directors, producers, actors, and singers. Two years later,
in 2001, the organization instituted the National Film Awards and in the same year
eight Bhutanese movies were produced. At the same time, domestic productions
premiering at the Luger Theatre had an eighty percent share of the total screens
compared to foreign content in 2005. One of the reasons behind the success of local
films at the box office is most likely related to government measures that enforce a
thirty percent sales tax on ticket for foreign language films while local productions
are exempt, which undoubtedly make a difference for a majority of potential
filmgoers with low incomes (Dendup 2006, 44-45).
A 2010 report by the government titled “Impact of Foreign Content in the
Media” and a subsequent report from 2011 on the development of the Bhutanese film
industry reaffirms the tendency of Bhutanese film’s takeover of screen time in the
local theatres by a film industry that two decades after the initiation of local
filmmaking reached an impressive total number of 152 films produced in the first
decade of the new century, while the industry has become the source of income for
around 1000 locals. Beside the now established commercial film industry focusing
on providing entertainment to the local cinemagoers, a smaller group of filmmakers
work on more artistic and social issue oriented films, which are mostly made on very
low budgets. These films are sometime sponsored by private funding or can be a
commissioned work by a non-governmental organization (Bunnik et al. 2011). Some
of these filmmakers have also been involved in establishing the first local film
festival, the Beskop Film Festival in 2010. The festival screens short and
documentary filmmaking, conduct seminars and workshops and invite established as
well as aspiring local filmmakers to submit their work to the film festival. The work
by local filmmakers and organizers in the realm of non-profit filmmaking and
exhibition is an example of how local stakeholders are engaged in activities that seek
to support talent development and expose the local audience to a broader variety of
filmmaking. However, the work of civil society actors is still relatively small
compared to the commercial film industry.
The films screened in the exhibition venues of the time before local
production was initiated were mainly a mix of Bollywood and Hollywood movies,
and the form and style of these cinemas would become main reference points of local
filmmaking developing in 1990s. The feature film Not Afraid to Die (Jigdrel, 1996),
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by the prolific director Karma Tshering, is a good example of how the Bollywood
and Hollywood dominance in the cinemas would come to influence the local
filmmakers as well as audience preferences. As Clayton describes it, Jigdrel is “a
romantic melodrama in Dzongkha, shot Bollywood style with two modest song-anddance numbers, which freely borrows plot elements from the romantic [Hollywood]
drama Untamed Heart ([Bill] 1993)” (Clayton 2007, 81). The film was immensely
popular at the Luger theatre where it was able to compete successfully with foreign
movies.
Since the 1990s, as Dundup asserts, a shift in narrative and stylistic focus
has occurred in local filmmaking that has meant the introduction of local traditions
of storytelling and themes in local films. A good example of this is what Clayton
refers to as the monk feature films (2007) and in particular the work and influence of
the esteemed Buddhist monk turned filmmaker Khyentse Norbu. Khyentse Norbu
started out as advisor and assistant director to Bernardo Bertolucci who shot the film
Little Buddha (1994) in Bhutan and Khyentse Norbu went on to direct his first
feature film The Cup (1999), which was followed by Travellers and Magicians in
2003. Both films were produced in collaboration with an international production
team, mostly from Australia where Khyentse Norbu also resides when he is not in
Bhutan, and at a very high cost compared to average Bhutanese production. Where
the average commercial high budget Bhutanese production cost somewhere between
US$ 15,000 – US$ 50,000 (Bunnik et al. 2011, 6) Khyentse Norbu’s first feature cost
US$ 80,000 while his second is the most expensive Bhutanese movie to date with a
budget of US$ 1.8 million (Clayton 2007, 79). Both films have garnered praise on
the international festival circuit and continue to be among the best known Bhutanese
films outside Bhutan. The international interest and attention paid to Norbu’s work is
not least a result of his thematic focus on Bhutanese culture and Buddhist values and
narrative strategies that reflect these worldviews (particularly in Travellers and
Magicians) through the use of a mode of non-linear storytelling that presents a storywithin-a-story (Chaudhuri & Clayton 2012, 201). The work of Khyentse Norbu, a
highly regarded spiritual leader who was able to bring Bhutanese culture out to the
international community, has undoubtedly in both direct and indirect ways affected
and inspired the local film community to believe in the potential of the film medium
as well as afforded the initial recognition of the film medium as a carrier and
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exponent of Bhutanese values and culture. But Khyentse Norbu is not the only
Bhutanese filmmaker who has been able to gain international interest. In particular a
range of documentary films about contemporary issues and Bhutanese culture has
been awarded at international film festivals and screened by foreign television
stations. This includes School Among Glaciers (Dorji Wangchuk, 2003), Rockin’ the
Himalayan Kingdom – Bløf in Bhutan (Dorji Wangchuk, 2006), and The Container
(Jamyang Dorji, 2011).
The above point to the fact that the viewing of local films has indeed established
itself as both a popular leisure time activity for a local audience as well as an artistic
form of expression and creative business worth pursuing for local artists.
Subsequently, it is in the context of these overarching trends since the turn of the
millennium coupled with the transformation of governance in Bhutan along the lines
of the GNH strategy that the interest in the film industry by different local
stakeholders has evolved. A constellation of three stakeholders has played a pivotal
role in putting filmmaking on the political agenda. This constellation includes the
king of Bhutan, the Motion Picture Association of Bhutan, as well as relevant
governmental agencies, including the Department of Information and Media (DoIM,
under the Ministry of Information and Communication [MoIC]), the Gross National
Happiness Commission (GHNC), which oversees all policy initiatives, and lastly the
national censorship authorities, Bhutan Information and Communication Monitoring
Authority (BICMA).
Initially, the primary force pushing to get filmmaking on the national
agenda has been the Motion Picture Association of Bhutan (MPAB), a local NGO
interest group representing local filmmakers and producers. The MPAB was founded
in 1999 as a public organization to help facilitate a forum for members of the
emerging local audio-visual industry with a shared interest in creating a thriving
local film culture. Since then, one of the main goals for the MPAB has been
addressing the need of a comprehensive film policy in Bhutan as a necessary next
step following the initial establishment of a local film industry. A need in particular
born of the cumbersome and restrictive censorship procedures put on local film
productions and until recently representing the main focus of government’s
regulatory involvement in the developing film industry. While the organization has
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been representing a growing number of members since its establishment, it was not
until 2010, after the first public election had been completed that organization was
able to bring the necessity of a film policy on the governmental agenda. The reason
that the organization was able to get their agenda recognized by the government is
largely due to the fact that they were successful in lobbying on behalf of their
interests with the King of Bhutan. This is not a negligible detail although the
Bhutanese King has officially handed over power to a democratically elected
government. His personal views and opinion still have a strong hold on the
Bhutanese public, not to say the priorities of the Bhutanese government in relation to
different issues concerning socio-cultural development. The King is still in a very
straightforward way considered the guardian of the right path to national
development, i.e. sustainable development following the ideals of GNH in the
interest of the Bhutanese people.
While the King continues to play a key role as authoritative adviser to the
government, his benevolence towards the MPAB and the filmmaking community can
be seen as a form of enlightened consent and approval prompted by discussion of the
growing role of the media in a democratic society since the early 2000s and the
economic and cultural opportunities and risks entailed by this development.
Subsequently, two reports by foreign experts were commissioned in 2010, as a result
of the King’s acknowledgment of the potential for strengthening the local film
industry. The reports, produced by respectively Indian and Dutch organizations, with
only the Dutch report (Bunnik et al. 2011) available, looked at different ways to
develop the local film industry in light of the contemporary situation6. As a result,
discussions about the objectives and visions for a Bhutanese film policy were
initiated, with MoIC and DoIM as the main governmental agencies in charge of the
process, the MPAB functioning as a key dialogue partner representing the interests
of the film industry.
The results of these discussions identify a range of crucial issues in terms of
obstacles and possibilities for the development of the local film industry. The
different limitations are seen as hampering the prospect of fostering a sustainable
film milieu, which means that the purpose of a film policy is to address these
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  The report is made by bhutan + partners a Dutch development organization focusing on creating
business and cultural connections, relations, and network ties between Bhutan and Europe.	
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problems. It is necessary to bear in mind that the process of achieving a consensus on
what the relevant limitations and problems are in the context of an empirical reality
as complex as a local film industry is anything but straightforward. The relevant
stakeholders will tend to approach the issue from various perspectives, with different
aims and even diverging understandings of what such terms as strengthening,
nurturing, and development mean in relation to a local cinema. However, in the case
of the Bhutanese film industry and its key stakeholders, a high degree of consensus
about the overall approach to and vision for development exists, exemplified by the
MPAB’s ambition to “…to continue to guard our national sovereignty from the most
dangerous form of invasion ‘the cultural invasion’ by making more and better films
for our local audiences.” (Ibid., 10), a goal that reflects the commitments embedded
within the GNH framework. Below is listed what can be seen as the potentials and
the limitations identified in the Bhutanese context, which are interrelated and can be
categorized according to the different domains pertaining to filmmaking as an artistic
and commercial enterprise:
Potentials:
A. The potential of the film sector developing into a cultural industry where
creative and artistic capacities are nurtured with the intention of strengthening
the socio-economic development of the country and providing jobs for an
increasing number of people.
B. The potential of the film industry and the Bhutanese culture and environment
to become a source for foreign investment.
C. The potential of the Bhutanese filmmaking to support the main pillars of
GNH through the promotion of indigenous values and local culture.
Limitations:
A. Education: The lack of training opportunities related to key roles in film
production is an issue. Training opportunities for young people as well as
already established filmmakers are very sparse and uncoordinated since no
locally based film education exist. As a result proper training opportunities
are reserved for the few with the money to travel to India or further afield.
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B. Production: Here there are three interrelated concerns. The first has to do
with a growing scarcity of private sources of funding for feature films.
Second, such scarcity, combined with the lack of qualified professionals,
affects the quality of filmmaking in both stylistic and narrative terms. This
leads to a third cause for concern, a situation where the majority of films
being made have a tendency to follow generic patterns combining wellknown genre formulae borrowed from Bollywood and Hollywood, ones
already deemed preferable by local audiences.
C. Infrastructure: the lack of film studios and other related and up-to-date
facilities and equipment (e.g. sound and editing suites) further impedes the
creative exploration of cinema. The worry is that, while local productions
currently maintain a high degree of popularity among the Bhutanese
audience, the increase in foreign content with higher production values across
different media in Bhutan will gradually lead audiences away from local
content.
D. Distribution and exhibition: no distribution companies exist in Bhutan,
making it the sole responsibility of the filmmaker/producer to negotiate
theatrical release in one of the few urban cinema theatres as well as
throughout the rural part of the country. The lack of a well-established and
far-reaching distribution and exhibition system in Bhutan forces many
filmmakers to spend a great deal of time, money, and energy on activities not
directly related to the creative process. In addition to this, a theatrical release
in the urban cinemas is never guaranteed, due to a general scarcity of theater
screens and the increase in feature film output. Theatrical release in local
cinemas is still to a large extent the only exhibition platform for local
productions as piracy is rampant and television has yet to become engaged in
the purchasing of feature films or to commit to investing in local film
projects.
E. Censorship: The main area of film policy regulation in which the Bhutanese
government has engaged thus far, censorship involves a rigid process of
scrutiny by the authorities, from the earliest stage of a film’s existence—the
screenplay—through to the finished film. Censorship is seen as a forceful
impediment to the creative and innovative prospects for the local cinema. The
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main plea against the censorship procedure has less to do with the specific
criteria stipulating what kind of content is allowed to be included in
Bhutanese films, such as for example the prohibition of pornography and
“discrimination, hatred and violence against any individual or identifiable
group based on race, national or ethnic origin, religion, gender, sexual
orientation, age, disability, martial or family status, or political affiliation.”
(Bhutan Information, Communication and Media Authorities 2007, 5). The
main concern has to do with the granting of authorization, a process handled
by personnel in BICMA who do not necessarily have any genuine expertise
in filmmaking. Also, final approval for a given film is not granted until after
the final cut, making the already extremely risky business of film production
even more uncertain, as filmmakers and producers cannot secure a theatrical
release for their films until screening permission has been granted. This kind
of scrutiny has also reinforced filmmakers’ tendency to engage in selfcensorship, i.e. they avoid what can be assumed to be sensitive material or
themes and focus instead on the copying of successful genres and story
templates.
While most stakeholders in the film industry would agree that the obstacles identified
above are key issues, censorship does provoke debate inasmuch as it presents itself
as a form of top-down regulation inhibiting the development of the film industry,
while government involvement is supposed to facilitate the development of the
sector. This represent a very tricky dilemma, since, on the one hand, state-enforced
censorship of cinematic content is not perceived as unappealing, per se, by either the
filmmaking community nor the government. Both share the same commitment to the
preservation and strengthening of Bhutanese culture and values through cinema. On
the other hand, a rigid system of content control is incompatible with the aspiration
of enabling the diversification of new cinematic storytelling forms and themes in the
Bhutanese context. Furthermore, this type of limitation on the personal creativity of
artists is ill matched with the democratization process in Bhutan that envisions a
nurturing of civil participation through the promotion of awareness of the rights and
responsibilities of the citizens in a democratic society. Consequently, regulatory
restrictions and empowering measures represent two fundamental notions that come
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into conflict in the sense of progressive and conservative forces that guide policy
measures in relation to the discussion about how to develop the domestic film
industry.
This conflict does not represent a classic dichotomy of ideological
disagreement between left and right in a political spectrum, since western style
ideologies have gained little traction in Bhutan and both conservative and
progressive measures are recognized as useful. Moreover, the conflict seems to
represent a disagreement about what the degree of regulation and restrictions should
be and how it should be implemented versus what the degree of freedom of
expression should be for local artists without compromising the principles of GNH.
Increased state involvement in the film industry, particularly when this includes
investment and financial support, would seem to imply more government control
while a focus on liberalization, professionalization and artistic diversification are
indicative of more freedom to practitioners. This constitutes a difficult balancing act
that showcases how the modernization process in Bhutan encompassing both the
principle of GNH and democratic values is a complicated process.
A film policy specifically devised for Bhutan must, as a result, meet two
objectives: identify solutions to the specific challenges mentioned above, and, define
the role and responsibilities of the different stakeholders in the film industry. Here is
where Denmark comes into the picture, as a supportive facilitator and with reference
to organizational development, institution building, and the education of filmmakers.
The Bhutanese-Danish Film Sector Collaboration
Danish involvement in the development of the Bhutanese film sector is a relatively
new phenomenon but places itself within the lager framework of more than 30 years
of economic, political and social developmental assistance and support. Even though
the Danish engagement in recent years is a direct response to local stakeholders’ call
for a systematic approach to the support of the local film industry and new film
policy initiatives, Danish filmmakers have in fact been engaged in a few smaller
scale film projects since the 1980s. The Danish engagement is illustrated by the 1985
short film As Long as He Can Count the Cows (Rumle Hammerich and Tim Cenius)
and the films by Hans Wessing, which include the fiction film Karma’s Chair (1997)
and the documentary Health Care the Bhutanese Way (2000). Both fiction films
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mentioned here are set in Bhutan, feature local amateur actors, and tell stories from a
child’s perspective. They are well known and cherished in Bhutan where they are
regularly broadcast on BBS, the state-run television channel. Health Care the
Bhutanese Way is a documentary that directly deals with and explores BhutaneseDanish development collaboration. The documentary follows a group of healthcare
experts traveling to Bhutan to evaluate the result of an extensive healthcare
infrastructure project in Bhutan supported by Denmark that developed an approach
to healthcare that builds on creating a positive synergy between western style
healthcare ideals and local traditions of healing and other health related rituals.
As the foregoing indicates, the partnership between the two countries has
been asymmetrical in the sense that Denmark’s economic aid to Bhutan builds on
models whereby developing countries around the globe receive support from
primarily western nations. Yet, the partnership has been long lasting precisely
because the Danish approach to collaboration with Bhutan has shown a high degree
of respect for local priorities, values, and customs just as it has focused on
empowering local agency and know-how. This is an approach that is also
recognizable in recent attempts at collaboration with respect to the development of
the Bhutanese film sector.
In 2011 relations between Bhutan and Denmark entered a stage in which
economic support would be gradually phased out. In the Transition Support
Programme this was identified as an adjustment towards a more symmetrical
partnership, one based on collaboration among individuals, institutions, and
organizations perceived as equal partners (Gross National Happiness Commission,
Royal Government of Bhutan and Ministry of Foreign Affairs Danida 2011). Within
this framework a film sector partnership programme was developed with the
intention of supporting the efforts of Bhutanese stakeholders. The subcomponent of
the transition support programme dealing specifically with the film industry states
that the focus of the partnership is “… based on mutual interest, common benefits
and exchange of knowledge and experience”, the point being to enhance and
consolidate collaboration on the level of “private, civil, and public institutions in
Bhutan and Denmark” (Gross National Happiness Commission, Royal Government
of Bhutan and Ministry of Foreign Affairs Danida 2012, 5). The central partners
involved in the collaboration include, from the Bhutanese side, the MPAB and the
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MoIC, and, from the Danish side, the National Film School of Denmark, The Film
Workers Union, and The Danish Centre for Culture and Development under the
Ministry of Culture. In relation to this collaboration two main areas were in focus:
1. The drafting of a national film policy under the MOIC using a Danish
consultant who works together with a Bhutanese counterpart from the
MPAB.
2. The specialization of local filmmakers through a range of training
activities coordinated and taught by Danish filmmakers in Bhutan (Ibid., 6).
Hence, the specific institutional framework and filmmaking practices of the Danish
film sector become a point of reference and inspiration for the Bhutanese counterpart
in the initial attempt at creating a coordinated response to the developmental
challenges facing the emerging local film culture in Bhutan. Moreover, the longestablished and institutionalized support by the Danish state for the national film
industry becomes a reason for Bhutan to seek inspiration in a country outside the
Asian context.
In the area of the education of local filmmakers, ten different fields of specialization
were identified, allowing 10-20 participants to take part in intensive training courses
and workshops covering the most important areas of expertise in filmmaking:
screenwriting, directing, acting, cinematography and lighting, sound design, editing,
documentary production, production design, animation, and producing. The training
was coordinated and arranged by MPAB in collaboration with the National Film
School of Denmark. From the Danish side cinematographer and lecturer at the design
school under the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, Barbara Adler was chosen as
project coordinator and she worked together with Tina Sørensen, head of the training
department at the Danish Film School, to oversee and coordinate the selection of
Danish filmmakers to conduct the training in Bhutan.
The American-born Barbara Adler came to Denmark in 1974 where she
received her training as a cinematographer at the National Film School. She has lived
in Denmark since then, having worked as a photographer, writer, and educator in
media- and communications-related teaching. She has extensive knowledge of
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Bhutanese culture and art after more than 30 years of travels and work in the country
and the engagement of her thorough understanding of the local context can be seen
as an attempt to ensure a smooth and fruitful cross-cultural interaction between
practitioners coming from two different cultural contexts. Adler has followed the
development of the local film industry in Bhutan for many years and pinpoints some
of the current challenges to the development of the film industry as seen from the
perspective of the practitioner:
There is no status in becoming a sound recordist or sound
designer. This means that the few who are skilled are very
busy, and when they get full-time employment they are no
longer allowed to work with others, who have good ideas. I
try to find young people who could be interested in this
profession, it is difficult, but hopefully we will manage at
some point (Adler 2013 INT).
As Adler explains, problems with both cinematography and sound quality is a
recurrent theme, which can be attributed to the fact that only directing and acting are
perceived as prestigious in the local film culture while other professions have a low
status. Skills central to the process of filmmaking remain underdeveloped on account
of the privileged status of the director, and this in turn undermines the creative nature
of filmmaking understood as a collaborative effort. It is only natural, as part of the
hierarchical nature of filmmaking, to foreground and place emphasis on the artistic
authority of the director. However, developing an acknowledgement and
appreciation of the creative expertise that for example cinematographers, sound
designers, and set designers can bring to a production is a necessary prerequisite for
heightening the quality of individual films as well as the possibility of strengthening
the creative development of the industry as a whole. Adler also points to the lack of
innovation in Bhutanese filmmaking, with filmmakers tending to reproduce the same
kind of films, as a result of financial concerns. The need for producers to recuperate
their investments forces filmmakers to stay within the boundaries of what is
recognized as commercially opportune, and this then hampers the development of
new and innovative approaches to cinematic style and storytelling. Yet, Adler also
underscores the extent to which the local film community genuinely wishes to
develop new ways of approaching cinematic narration, ways rooted more deeply in
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local traditions and customs of story telling. The point would be to supplement the
current tendency to appropriate foreign cinematic styles with more indigenous
approaches.
Shohini Chaudhuri and Sue Clayton (2012), who have studied the narrative
structures in a range of Bhutanese films, argue that some Bhutanese filmmakers are
in fact developing an indigenous approach to cinematic storytelling. Among the
examples to which they refer is Travellers and Magicians (Khyentse Norbu, 2003),
alongside such popular local films as Six Boys (Butshu Drug, Tshering Karma, 2003)
and Golden Cup: The Legacy (Tshering Wanguel, 2006). These are seen as
representing narrative models of storytelling that diverge from the classical Western
three-act structure and the predominant focus on human agency. Instead these films
build on various local traditions of oral and visual storytelling that are deeply
embedded in Buddhist and animist conceptions of temporality and the relation
between humans and the natural world they inhabit (Ibid.). While a small number of
films suggest that new approaches to storytelling are being explored in local
filmmaking, it is not yet possible to speak of a general trend in Bhutanese
filmmaking, for its emergence continues to be stifled by commercial concerns.
Hence, a focus on educating specialized filmmakers is not in itself enough to
facilitate the creative development of local filmmaking. More comprehensive policy
measures are needed and this is where a government-supported, long-term strategy
aimed at the development of the local film industry comes into the picture. The
gravitation towards this type of approach is a result of recognizing that within a small
national culture, where limited resources are available, local filmmaking requires
some sort of assistance from the state if the intention to uphold and strengthen the
local industry in the competition with global entertainment is to be realized.
The work of drafting a national film policy was initiated in 2013, as a collaborative
endeavour involving Thukten Yeshi from the MPAB and Jakob K. Høgel from the
Danish Film Institute. Thukten Yeshi is a film professional who has worked for
several years in local television and in the film business, as a writer, researcher, and
consultant (Clayton 2007). Jakob K. Høgel spent part of his childhood in Central
America, where his father worked for the United Nations. He has a substantial track
record as a film commissioner and producer in the Danish context as well as
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international experience as a consultant for various film projects in Africa, Asia, and
the Middle East (Høgel 2013 INT). From 2007–2014 he served as the artistic director
of the successful New Danish Screen, a talent development initiative under the
Danish Film Institute. The programme is known for its focus on developing talent
through low-budget filmmaking with uncompromising artistic ambitions and has
supported a range of notable successes, such as A Soap (Pernille Fischer Christensen,
2006), R (Tobias Lindholm and Michael Noer, 2009), Volcano (Rúnar Rúnarsson,
2011), and In Yours Arms (Samanou Acheche Sahlstrøm, 2015). Høgel’s experience
as a practitioner and his first-hand understanding of policy administration and
governance made him a perfect match for the tasks identified by the Bhutanese. As
for Thukten Yeshi, his strengths include a thorough understanding of the local film
industry, the socio-psychological dynamics of the different local stakeholders, and
the type of policy formulations likely to be seen as acceptable to the Bhutanese
government (Høgel 2013 INT). The role of the two consultants was jointly to
facilitate the process of fleshing out a policy text that would at once be
comprehensive in its scope, innovative in its approach to dealing with the challenges,
and responsive to the overall goals of GNH.
In the process of consulting with different stakeholders in the Bhutanese
context, Høgel’s role was largely a matter of suggesting changes to the existing
regulatory system with which filmmakers have to deal, with an eye to the
development of new institutional and regulatory initiatives. The significance of
Høgel’s role as a facilitator of change is underlined by the perception of him in the
Bhutanese context as an unbiased outsider capable of balancing the concerns of
different stakeholders through negotiation. A key example of this during the
stakeholder meetings concerns the disagreement between BICMA and the
filmmaking community over the procedures for and degree of film censorship. The
MPAB wanted considerable changes made with regard to the degree of censorship
and the parameters for institutional control, all of which was closely aligned with the
government’s commitment to democratic values (e.g. freedom of speech). BICMA,
on the other hand, was reluctant to give up authority. Thukten Yeshi’s dual role as
both consultant and representative of the interests of the local film industry made it
impossible for him to lead the discussion of this issue. As a result of the impartiality
attributed to him as a foreign consultant with a specific kind of track record, Høgel,
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on the other hand, was able to argue for the necessity of revising film censorship
policies. This is not to say that Høgel was entirely in agreement with the MPAB
throughout the process of policy negotiations. For example, Høgel argued against
inclusion in the policy of a big infrastructural project in which the MPAB was
involved. The project is called “Film City”, and is envisioned as a public/private
partnership between the local film industry and Indian investors who want to build
modern film studio facilities, as well as an amusement park, to attract tourism and
foreign productions to Bhutan. Driving the project is the idea that new facilities can
generate income and jobs for the domestic industry by opening it up to the
international market (Minjur Dorji 2012). However, taking into consideration the
relatively early stage of development that local filmmaking is in and the basic
challenges still facing the attempt to consolidate the domestic industry, opening
studio facilities catering to foreign productions would not necessarily advance the
development of local talent and skills. The concern is that local filmmakers, who in
many cases are still comparatively less experienced in the different functions of
filmmaking, would end up being placed in the position of facility caretaker or
production runner rather than becoming part of the creative force behind visiting
productions. Building a studio for the purposes of having foreign productions
committed to shooting in Bhutan would likely generate opportunities for the local
work force. However, the question is whether an initiative along these lines, at the
current stage of development, will benefit the local film industry stakeholders in the
long run. As Høgel expresses the concern: “On the one hand, the Indians have the
ability to make things happen, however, on the other hand you don’t want to risk
having the local film industry end up being dependent on Indian investments” (2013
INT).
Taking the perspective of the MPAB into account, it is not hard to see why
the promise of foreign investments in local film production and infrastructure would
be met with huge enthusiasm. Yet, Høgel’s view, which focuses on the forging of a
comprehensive and long-term policy strategy through institution building and the
organizational development of the local film industry, is one that sees the risks
associated with a big commercially oriented project as significantly outweighing its
possible benefits. This is not to say that infrastructural projects should be seen as
neither possible nor beneficial in the future. The point is that within the context of a
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small nation with a small market, local interests are best protected through policy
measures that ensure that foreign enterprises, especially those with a lot of financial
leverage compared to local business and government, understand the local agenda
and follow local regulations.
The results of the consultation process and the drafting of a national film policy by
Thukten Yeshi and Jakob K. Høgel was finalized and implemented by the Bhutanese
government by the end of 2013. The first national film policy in Bhutan states that
the vision of the policy is to “ Achieve excellence in film as an art form and as a
source of entertainment and build the capacity to use films in creating shared
consciousness and values throughout Bhutan” (DoIM 2013). The aim of the policy
where the Royal Government of Bhutan acknowledges the need to support the
development of the domestic industry focus on a range of commitments, which
include (DoIM 2013):
In relation to training & education:
o Assessing the need for film related training and education with the
intention of enabling the professionalizing and specialization of local
filmmakers.
o Facilitating the possibility of establishing a local film school by the
private sector.
In relation to production:
o Assisting in the creative development of the film medium by
supporting Bhutanese storytelling on film, the diversification of the
range of modes and genres of filmmaking applied (fiction,
documentary, short film, animation / epic, realist, children), and the
use of new and evolving film related technologies.
o Creating tax incentives to support the non-commercial and
commercial film productions.
o Encouraging the domestic financial sector to make resources available
for film productions.
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o Encouraging and facilitate co-productions between Bhutanese and
foreign filmmakers and foreign investment in film sector
infrastructure such as film studios (guided by GNH framework).
o Improving the review and certification process of films to meet the
needs of all stakeholders.
o Promoting gender equality in the industry and gender sensitivity and
anti-stereotyping in filmmaking.
o Ensuring fair pay for workers in the film industry.
In relation to exhibition:
o Facilitating the construction of cinemas around the country and in the
major cities by the private sector.
o Secure and facilitate nation-wide access to film thorough increased
access to film in schools, libraries (e.g. as teaching aid), local
community halls, and the Internet.
o Devise a copyright strategy with the film industry for countering film
piracy.
o Create a national film archive.
These far-reaching objectives constitute a multifaceted strategy to consolidate and
sustain the domestic film industry where institution-building and new organizational
measures play a key role in the work toward achieving these goals. Film training is
highlighted as an area of concern and so is a range of important issues in relation of
production and exhibition that seek to create what we can characterize as embodying
ideals of creativity, fairness, inclusiveness, innovation, and pragmatism as a response
to the challenges facing the development of the domestic film sector.
Two new initiatives are identified as the main institutional and
organizational frameworks through which the objectives are to be achieved. These
include the establishment of a Film Development Fund with the purpose of
supporting film projects and a Bhutan Film Commission. The national Film
Development Fund is envisioned to secure funding from a combination of sources
including existing funding, donor grants, and government funding and will seek to
support films that are considered innovative and meaningful. At this point, it is
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unclear how the fund will be able to secure and sustain funding and what criteria will
determine which projects are suitable to receive support. While the Film
Development Fund is envisioned to support specific film projects the film
commission is envisioned to oversee many of the other areas of concern identified
under the following headings: training and capacity development, promotion and
marketing, and sustainability of the film industry. Establishing film commissions is
by now a well-known institutional framework that has been developed within a range
of developing nations in the Asian context during recent decades with the intention
of supporting local filmmaking.
In the case of the Bhutan Film Commission the framework is envisioned as
a strong regulator and facilitating agency managed by MoIC and DoIM and
supervised by a board with film, media and managerial expertise and without special
interests (DoIM 2013). The result is a comprehensive framework consisting of two
interrelated institutions with designated roles and responsibilities, bridging
government and larger societal concerns with that of the private sector.
Bhutan and Denmark: Small Nations, Symmetrical Relations and the Pursuit of
Happiness
Whether or not collaboration between Bhutan and Denmark with regard to
developing the former’s film industry will eventually be considered a success, one
with long-lasting and positive effects, remains an open question. However, a range of
defining features relating to the empirical make-up of the two small nations, coupled
with a correlation between fundamental ideals guiding the approach to societal
development and policymaking, seem to support the claim that the prospect of a
successful transnational partnership between the two countries is enhanced by a
pronounced degree of similarity. More specifically, we can think in terms of different
types and levels of symmetry between nations entering into a close bilateral
relationship. The types of symmetry relate to both more quantifiable measures such
as the nation state’s geographical size, the size of its population, and its economic
performance (Hjort and Petrie 2007), but just as importantly to more fundamental
beliefs and ideals that are constitutive of the national community and serve as a
compass for the country’s development. The level of symmetry can be charted across
a spectrum ranging from a hypothetically perfect symmetrical correspondence at the
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one end to complete asymmetry at the other end. The Bhutanese-Danish partnership,
conceived within a foreign aid and developing country framework, does at first
glance present itself as an overtly asymmetrical relationship. However, this is
ultimately a superficial interpretation, one that ignores the crucial role that a number
of other types of possible symmetrical dimensions can play in facilitating the
collaboration in the first place, and, subsequently, in determining the degree of
success, in terms of the overall outcome.
If we consider Bhutan and Denmark in relation to the art and business of
filmmaking and in terms of quantifiable measures as they relate to the concept of
small statehood, both countries qualify as small national cinemas within the
conceptual framework developed by Hjort and Petrie (2007). In a quantitative sense
both countries are small when it comes to geography and population size: Bhutan
covers an area of 38,394 sq. km. and has a population of estimated 765,000
inhabitants while Denmark has a population of approximately 5,591,000 and covers
an area of 42,394 sq. km. These measures have a direct influence on the possibility
of fostering a locally based cinema since local filmmaking will be directed at and
dependent upon an audience that shares the same cultural background and a common
vernacular. A small domestic audience makes it difficult to recuperate investments in
filmmaking, which makes film production a high-risk game. At the same time these
indicators also have to be seen as relative measures, which in each case must take
into consideration the local and regional context, i.e. the socio-historical, political
and economical circumstances, into which the small nations and their domestic film
sectors are situated. This brings us to the third indicator of small statehood, which
deals with the relations between states and more particularly the question of
domination in the sense of “the struggle for autonomy, spheres of influence, and a
balance of power” (Ibid., 6). Both Bhutan and Denmark are sovereign nations and
are acknowledged as such in the international community, however, in both cases the
possibility of upholding this status is based on continued reinforcement of good
relations with more powerful nations, both regionally and globally. For Denmark in a
northwestern European context this has meant maintaining good relations with large
regional neighbors, particularly Germany and Great Britain and on a global level
with the US. The liaising with these countries involves building long-lasting
connections that function as support for small state independence as a result of
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cultural and political affinities (world views and values), financial ties and growing
interdependency in trade7.
In the case of Bhutan, which is situated between China and India, the two
largest states in the world in terms of population size and second and third largest
state in Asia territory-wise, the close and benevolent cultural and economical ties to
the Indian state to the south of Bhutan has been and continues to be a determining
factor for the stability and insurance of sovereignty of the Bhutanese nation. In the
Asian context and regionally related to Bhutan, the example of Tibet and the Chinese
annexing of the Tibetan territory in the 1950s is yet another reminder of how national
sovereignty for small nations is never a given, but it is conditioned by a complex
network of historically determined cultural, social and political relations. These
relations in different ways affected and influenced the small state and the possibility
of socio-economic development, including the arena of cultural production.
The above description suggests a symmetrical relation between Bhutan and
Denmark in the sense of what constitutes small statehood and how this position
influences society and subsequently the strategies for socio-economic development.
This is important, as these three basic indicators work to affirm the possibility of
shared concerns and challenges. Meanwhile, the fourth parameter for the
categorization of small statehood, gross domestic product (GDP), indicates a
relational asymmetry, which is closely connected to difference in the historical
trajectory of socio-economic development between the two countries. On the one
hand, Denmark has a relatively high GDP per capita (US$ 46,574 in 2015) as is
characteristic of countries with a long path of industrial and economic development,
while Bhutan on the other hand has a lower mid-range but growing GDP (US$ 2,532
in 2015) characteristic of developing countries that are in the process of forging the
necessary political reforms, institutions, networks, and infrastructure to support the
economic development of the country (World Bank 2016).
Despite the asymmetry in the overall performance of the two national
economies and how this affects the local business of filmmaking in these countries,
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
7	
  It is important to remember that national sovereignty is not a natural given. In the case of Denmark
we only have to go 80 years back in time during the WWII to encounter a period when the
independence of the Danish state was undermined by the large neighboring country to the south,
Germany. The creation of the European Union was a direct attempt to counteract the repetition of the
two world wars, through the fostering of strong interdependency between its member states, small and
large.	
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the stakeholders in the two national film cultures share the basic assertion that the
state has an active role to play in facilitating the possibility of long term
sustainability and continuous development of a locally based film industry. In fact,
the idea of regulation and stimulation through cultural policy-making, can be seen as
an important prerequisite that enables and informs the collaboration between Bhutan
and Denmark. The idea of compatibility is to be understood, in the sense that more
fundamental worldviews and ideological conceptions in the two countries, despite
differences in terms of the cultural origin of these ideals, create crucial correlations
in the two countries conceptual approach to the path of national development and
subsequently in the specific political and socio-economic priorities. Here, it is worth
highlighting three central ways in which Bhutan and Denmark correlate when it
comes to how the countries, on a governmental level, approach and deal with societal
development. The commitment to a combination of specific priority areas has indeed
become a trademark for the states within the international community of nations and
includes a focus on: the pursuit of universal welfare/happiness, environmental
protection and a democratic model of social and cultural development.
It is interesting to note that Bhutan has become internationally renowned for
its focus on happiness as the main goal driving the nation’s approach to societal
development, while Denmark has been named the happiest country in the world in
various international reports (Helliwell, Layard, and Sachs 2013; The Happiness
Research Institute 2014). While the term happiness is rarely used in a Danish context
of governance, the closely related concepts of human welfare and of a welfare state
are fundamental notions determining both the collective self-understandings of
Danes as well as the state’s approach to social development. The Danish state plays a
key role in securing and promoting the well-being of its citizens through the
governing principles of wealth redistribution, equality of opportunity, and a public
responsibility to provide a minimum level of livelihood for those unable to take care
of themselves.
The focus on citizens’ well-being or happiness, as a central governance
commitment, is articulated differently in the two national contexts, yet there are clear
synergies here, reflecting a broad-based interest in both countries in modeling the
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national community along the lines of social and liberal ideals8. That is, happiness
for the individual, in both the Bhutanese and Danish contexts, is seen as closely
related to the continuous upholding of social cohesion. In a Bhutanese context this is
based on a Buddhist world view that decenters human beings and puts them on a
level with other creatures and the natural environment in the order of things, while in
a Danish context this is the result of egalitarian ideals born out of the socialdemocratic movements of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Hence, equality is a
defining principle in both belief systems, but only in the Bhutanese case does this
lead directly to a moral commitment to protect the natural environment as a central
component of the government’s envisioned path towards GNH. However, an
awareness of and moral commitment to the environment have also evolved in Danish
society, where sustainability and the protection of nature have been a priority in
government policies since the 1970s. Though environmental protection in the Danish
context is not a straightforwardly ethical imperative, as it clearly is in the Bhutanese
case, considerable energy has been channeled into the creation of policies and
strategies (on a national level) that are able to counteract the negative consequences
of industrialization and the exploitation of natural resources. As a result high
standards of environmentally friendly behavior are pervasive in Danish society. It is
clear that the commitment to environmental preservation has developed in a reverse
order in the two countries—in Bhutan, from ethical imperatives informing human
behavior, to practices, and then finally to state policies, as compared, in Denmark,
with the effects of human behavior and practices creating a new moral impetus that
subsequently informs new policies. Yet, the degree to which these relevant issues
figure as a central priority within the two societies points towards a striking
symmetrical correlation, in terms of the discourses informing the political approach
to societal development.
Lastly, to return to the area of cultural policy and specifically the film
industry, a couple of examples characterizing the initial process of developing and
implementing a national film policy suggest further alignment between the two
nations. In this case the alignment relates to the principle of good governance and
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
8	
  The Constitution of the Kingdom of Bhutan, Article 9: Principles of State Policy concretize the
dedication to a welfare state model that mirror the Scandinavian welfare model (Bhutan 2008).
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how the adherence to the components of this ideal shape the democratic model of
social and cultural development. Good governance refers in the Bhutanese context to
a cluster of concepts that deals with the exercise of power by the government, which
are embodied in the key principles of accountability, efficiency, honesty, equitability,
and transparency9. These principles are key factors in any account of why Denmark
consistently rates as the happiest country in the world (The Happiness Research
Institute, 2014) and they figure centrally in both countries’ approaches to
policymaking. The meticulous management and monitoring of the Danish and
Bhutan Film Partnership Transition Support Programme by the Bhutanese part in
charge of implementation of the programme (Motion Picture Association of Bhutan)
and monitoring the activities (The Gross National Happiness Commission) is a good
example of this. Reports and evaluation on the progress of the program and its
different subcomponents, annual works plans, budgets, request for funds, financial
statements, reviews and an explicitly stated anti-corruption clause testify to the high
degree of accountability, transparency as well as honesty that prevail in the local
government’s approach to policymaking.
The approach to policymaking was actualized in the way that discussions
and the decision-making process were put into practice in the component of the
collaboration dealing with the development of the film policy. As Jakob K. Høgel
describes it, the process of reaching an agreement on the content of the film policy
was based on a large numbers of meetings and long discussions including a variety
of stakeholders from different government agencies including GNHC, DoIM,
BICMA and MPAB (Høgel 2013 INT). In fact, Høgel comments on the positive
experience of what he perceived as open and straightforward discussions between
stakeholders representing different interests during the process of consultation. Such
openness is indicative of a high level of trust among the participating stakeholders,
with trust among different groups within societies and in particular between state and
citizens epitomizing another important principle that underpins the possibility of
good governance and subsequently the enhancement of universal well-being of the
community.
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
9	
  The definition of Good Governance in the Bhutanese context referred to here is made by The Centre
of Bhutan Studies and GNH Research and is based on a mix of different and viable conceptualizations
of the subject within the international literature. 	
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Supporting the Film Industry through Different Types of Collaboration:
Milieu-building, Cosmopolitan Networks, and Affinity-based Partnerships
To conclude the foregoing examination of the Bhutanese-Danish collaboration as a
vital part of the initial attempt by the Bhutanese to develop a sound institutional and
organizational framework for the support of a national film industry, I will consider
how we can categorize the type of transnational partnership in the field of film
cultural development that has evolved between the two small nations. Here the
cogent typology of cinematic transnationalism developed by Mette Hjort present
itself as very instructive (Hjort 2010a). Hjort identifies nine types of cinematic
transnationalism, not all of which are mutually exclusive: epiphanic, affinitive,
milieu-building, opportunistic, cosmopolitan, globalizing, auteurist, modernizing,
and experimental transnationalism. In terms of the collaboration between Bhutan and
Denmark in the area of film three of these types of transnationalism come into play.
First, the cooperation in question is a good example of what Hjort calls
‘milieu-building transnationalism.’ Here the idea of transnationalism operates on the
level of capacity building, both with regard to key institutions and the development
of filmmaking practices and skills, as they are required in a given context (Ibid., 1819). Since Bhutan and Denmark are both small nations the focus naturally centers on
the identification of constructive solutions to the challenges of filmmaking in a
small-nation context. Hjort has in her own study of milieu-building transnationalism
in an European context focused on the possibility of capacity- and milieu-building as
a result of creative and practical collaboration between practitioners from two
different small nations, Denmark and Scotland. Her analysis focuses on collaborative
efforts developed on a subnational level, between industry practitioners and in
relation to specific productions aimed, among other things, at capacity building
(Hjort 2010b).
In the case of Bhutan and Denmark, however, the focus on capacity- and
milieu-building in the area of filmmaking shifts the relevant partnership to a national
level and in the direction of an official bilateral agreement, at least as a starting point
for the collaboration. This does not mean, as we have seen, that the collaboration has
been restricted to formal discussions between government representatives from the
two countries. On the contrary, industry-to-industry interaction has been a central
component of the overall strategy for collaboration. It is precisely through an initial
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conceptualization of the role and position, culturally and economically, of the
growing film sector in Bhutan, which was formulated in an open dialogue between
the state and industry stakeholders, that a comprehensive and multifaceted approach
to capacity- and milieu-building was made possible.
Second, the emphasis on the industry-to-industry dimension in the
partnership, based on the capacities and efforts of individuals with specific track
records and outlooks – as in the case of Barbara Adler and Jakob K. Høgel from the
Danish context and from the Bhutanese context Khyentse Norbu and Thukten Yeshi
– brings to mind Hjort’s concept of cosmopolitan transnationalism (2010a). Hjort
unpacks the term by way of a reference to individuals “who exercise executive
control over the filmmaking process,” are characterized by their “[m]ultiple
belongings linked to ethnicity and various trajectories of migration,” are “oriented
towards the ideal of film as a medium capable of strengthening certain social
imaginaries,” and are moved by the idea of exploring “issues relevant to particular
communities situated in a number of different national or subnational locations to
which [they, as] cosmopolitan auteur[s] [have] a certain privileged access” (Ibid.,
17). Khyentse Norbu seem to embody this type of cosmopolitan auteurism through
his filmmaking, which on the one hand is deeply anchored in, sensitive to, and
concerned with indigenous tradition and values, while on the other hand he as
director collaborates and interacts with the international film community and
migrates between different sites of work and living.
While the “cosmopolitan auteur” is the force embodying this type of
cinematic transnationalism in Hjort’s account, we can expand the relevant concept to
include a second and related kind of cosmopolitan individual. This second figure, the
cosmopolitan cultural entrepreneur, is characterized by the same attitudes that are
foregrounded in the description of the cosmopolitan auteur. The difference is that the
cultural entrepreneur exercises some level of executive influence over important
decision-making processes at the level of the conceptual, institutional, and
organizational development of certain cultural industries within specific contexts.
Adler, Høgel, and Thukten embody this type of cosmopolitanism through the figure
of the cultural entrepreneur and do so on account of their international outlooks. The
result of their personal and professional histories, these outlooks are shaped by
elements of multiple belonging, by trajectories of migration (both physically and
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mentally), and by a commitment to exploring cinema as a tool for cultural
preservation and social development. As a result of their qualifications, professional
backgrounds, and transnational networks, they are given the opportunity to become
involved in policymaking, capacity building, and institution building on a
transnational level. In the case of Adler and Høgel, they become exponents of the
internationalization strategy that has been a feature of the Danish film milieu since
the early 2000s, transnational collaboration having increasingly been seen as a
priority.
Finally, the Bhutanese-Danish partnership reflects a multifaceted approach
to transnational collaboration, for it is also underpinned by affinitive
transnationalism (Ibid., 20-21). While this type of cinematic transnationalism
typically emphasizes cultural and ethnic similarities that affirm the ties between
different nations through shared language, history, values, common practices, and
comparable institutions, Hjort insists that it may also be based on shared problems:
Affinitive transnationalism need not, however, be based
uniquely on cultural similarities that have long been
recognized as such and are viewed as quite substantial, but
can also arise in connection with shared problems or
commitments in a punctual now, or with the discovery of
features of other national contexts that are deemed to be
potentially relevant to key problems experienced within a
home context (Ibid., 17).
This conceptual fine-tuning of affinitive transnationalism makes it applicable in
cases where it is a matter of interaction between countries with fewer specific
cultural and ethnic ties, as is the case with the collaboration between Bhutan and
Denmark. At the same time it foregrounds the centrality of problem-solving and the
possibility of knowledge transfer between different contexts sharing similar
challenges. The Bhutan-Denmark collaboration is based on an understanding of the
challenges associated with locally based filmmaking in small-nation contexts as
ultimately similar. Just as importantly, it is based on a reciprocal sense of a
considerable level of compatibility between values, all the more relevant, given that
these shape the answers to the question as to how the challenges are best met.
As demonstrated, in the case of Bhutan and Denmark, the possibility of
fruitful and constructive collaboration aimed at developing the film sector is based
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on important synergies, especially those relating to central ideals underpinning the
two states’ socio-political priorities and envisioned trajectories for social
development. The key concepts aligning the two countries in this respect involve a
robust social commitment on all levels of society to work towards a sustainable
society that protects and nurtures the development of indigenous cultures. The
transnational collaboration examined here is thus underpinned by a mutually held
affirmative stance towards the manifestation of egalitarian and democratic principles.
This stance is itself concretized through the application of good governance and best
practices, just as it is coupled with a holistic understanding of how society should
develop.
The opening citation in this chapter is a vivid reminder of the importance of
transnational collaboration in the field of cultural production, and the partnership
between Bhutan and Denmark is a promising and instructive example of how the
good intention to strengthen “international cooperation and solidary” (UNESCO
2002) can be brought to life, all with the aim of reinforcing cultural diversity on a
global scale.
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Chapter 3
The Mongolian Film Industry Part I

Exploring the Potential of Cinema:
From a Communist to Commercialized Cinema
Introduction
Unknown to most people, the central Asian country of Mongolia has a long history
of filmmaking. It is a history that is closely intertwined with the developments of a
modern Mongolian nation and the profound social, political, and economic
transformations that this process involved: From the end of subjection to a feudalistic
Manchurian rule in 1911, over nation-state industrialization and modernization under
communist command, to the initiation of democratization and free market
development in the 1990s.
The Mongolian film industry developed during the period of communist
rule but since the collapse of the Soviet Union twenty-five years ago and the
following transition to a market-based neo-liberal democracy, the industry has been
struggling to find its footing within an international film market increasingly
dominated by a few regional and international players. During the past decade,
following the British example, many countries around the globe have turned to the
creative industries as a promising vehicle for economic development. This includes
the film sector, which comes into focus as an industry that has the potential to create
jobs and ancillary industry development across a broad range of creative and
practical fields. This potential has been recognized in recent years by a broad range
of stakeholders in Mongolia and underlined by the Creative Cultural Industry
International Forum, which was held in Ulaanbaatar in May 2015. Here a broad
range of industry stakeholders, both local and international, representing a diverse
range of perspectives from academia, private businesses, the artistic and political
sphere, came together to initiate the discussions about how to develop a creative
industry strategy suitable for Mongolia. Special attention was given to the discussion
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of the development of the film industry and the question of what can be done to
ensure the continued sustainability of a locally based film industry as well as the
prospect of boosting the international interest in and recognition of Mongolian
filmmaking and Mongolia as a production location. The present developmental
potential of the Mongolian film industry is a reflection of the opportunities and
challenges facing the industry today, based on the social, political, and economic
developments in the Mongolian society.
The aim of this case study is to map out the contemporary development
characterizing the institutional and organizational framework of the Mongolian film
industry. This is done with the attempt of identifying the opportunities and
challenges of the locally based film culture and thus the prospects of sustainable
development. As in the case study of Bhutan as well as the subsequent examination
of Myanmar, the mapping of the contemporary situation will be based on an account
that traces the historical development of the Mongolian film industry and situates it
within the larger context of political, economical, and social developments. This
approach is chosen because both the establishment and the later development of the
locally based film industry in Mongolia is closely linked to the fight for
independence in the 1910s and 1920s and subsequent efforts of modern nation-state
building under Soviet patronage during the twentieth century. As a result, the
developments of the Mongolian film industry in the post-communist era need to be
examined and understood in a historical perspective since the contemporary
conditions are predicated on the larger societal transitions that Mongolia has
undergone.
The case study is divided into two parts. This first chapter presents a
condensed historical account of the development of the Mongolian film industry
from its establishment to the post-communist period in the 2000s. The focus will
center on three stages, tracing, firstly, the establishment of the Mongolian film
industry back to the 1920s and 1930s during a period of Mongolian struggle for
independence and the subsequent establishment of the communist regime. This is
followed by an examination of the development of the local film industry in the
context of the larger socio-economic and political environment during the period of
communist rule under Soviet patronage. Finally, the overthrow of the communist
regime in 1990 and the immediate transition to democratic rule and a market-based
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economy in the 1990s represent a great challenge for the film industry and will be
examined as a prelude to the focus on the contemporary situation presented in the
second chapter.
The examination in this first chapter will build on and further expand the
work I have done in relation to my master thesis, of which a part has been published
in the article “Cinema on the steppes of Central Asia: Mongolian film culture from
communism to commercialization” (Grøn 2013). The intention is, through the
present account, to add further details and insights to the ongoing efforts of mapping
out the history of Mongolian cinema not least as it pertains to the institutional and
organizational framework of film industry development. In particular, to reach a
clearer understanding of why the film industry developed the way it did, the present
chapter will frame the examination around the question of the nature of the
Mongolian-Soviet relationship and the underlying motives that helped to reinforce
and develop the collaboration. In relation to this focus, it is worth comparing the
Soviet Union’s involvement in the establishment of the Mongolian cinema with that
of other central Asian republics, which were integrated into the Soviet Union in
1924, the same year the Mongolian People’s Republic came into existence.
The next chapter will then go on to examine in more detail the
contemporary picture of film cultural development. Here the analysis will center on
the current landscape of institutional and organizational setups and relationships
represented by the key stakeholders in the film industry. The development of the
industry since around 2010 does not as such represent a break with the
developmental trends of the prior decades since 1990. However, a gradual growth in
Mongolian film productions in recent years along with an increased interest among a
broad range of stakeholders in promoting local filmmaking suggest that the
Mongolian film industry is entering a new period of development. The launching of a
broad range of initiatives, on the level of organizational development, capacity
building, policy strategies and public discussions underscore the constructive trend.
On the other hand, inconsistency in different stakeholders’ commitment to industry
development and fundamental disagreements about what kinds of strategies that
should be championed creates challenges that risk stalling the attempts of building on
the current momentum in the industry. These issues will be discussed as part of the
examination of the specific patterns of development engulfing the institutional and
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organizational landscape leading to the opportunities and challenges facing the
industry.
As mentioned the analysis presented below follows up on initial research
undertaken in relation to my master thesis and is based on several subsequent field
trips to the capital Ulaanbaatar. Here interviews were conducted with a broad range
of film industry stakeholders, along with the explorations of the local film culture
through film screenings at local cinemas, film festivals, and film clubs, including the
participation in film industry forum talks and creative industry conference
discussions. Interviews and observations play a crucial role in connection with this
study, as information about both the historical development and contemporary
picture of the Mongolian film industry is sporadic. Available sources dealing with
the history of Mongolian filmmaking are rare and represent a patchwork of mostly
brief summary accounts (Underdown 1976; Ostria 1995; Jigjidsuren and Tsetseg
2005; Vick 2007; Sato 2010) while references to the film industry as a production
sector is either absent or only briefly touched upon in the academic literature dealing
with the historical developments of the Mongolian society (Sanders 1987; Bruun &
Odgaard 1996; Rossabi 2005; Jeffries 2007; Warikoo and Soni 2010). Other sources
consulted, dealing directly or indirectly with the film industry, include media
industry studies and statistical material (UNESCO 1982, Delaplace and Micoud
2005, Ziyasheva 2008, Press Institute 2013).
The scarcity of literature on the film culture reflects the historical position
and use of the film medium in Mongolia, where filmmaking was closely controlled
by the communist regime, tailored for the Mongolian masses, and restricted to
circulation within the Soviet bloc, making access to films and information about the
film culture somewhat obscure. As far as I am aware only a few Mongolian books
covering the local film industry have been published. According to one source
(Underdown 1976, p. 47) a book in Mongolian dealing with the film industry,
Mongolkino Delgetsnees (Mongolkino’s Showcase) was published in 1971 in
relation to the fiftieth anniversary of Mongolian independence, describing a list of
fifty-five feature fiction films, names of actors and film crews and photos from the
industry. In 2005 a comprehensive film encyclopedia Монгол киноны нэвтэрхий
толь (2005) was published by retired filmmaker Jigjidsuren and his wife Tsetseg,
presenting general information about the Mongolian film industry covering the
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period from 1935 to 2000. As in the case of the 1971 book, the 2005 encyclopedia is
built around cataloguing the names and résumés of films, filmmakers, and filmrelated institutions and organizations. The work has recently been followed by a
second volume, Монгол киноны нэвтэрхий толь – II (Jigjidsuren and Tsetseg
2015) focusing on the past fifteen years from 2000 -2015. As a result the two-volume
encyclopedia has worked as an important reference source from Mongolia for the
present study.
In addition, a recent study Mongolian Film Music (2015) by Lucy M. Rees
traces the stylistic development of film scoring in Mongolian filmmaking and is the
first attempt of a non-Mongolian academic scholar to examine specific aspects of the
Mongolian cinema. Moreover, Rees places the examination of film scoring within a
historical overview of the larger film cultural developments under communist rule
through recent developments in the post-communist era, which makes her account a
useful reference enabling me to cross-check my own findings in relation to the
tracing and mapping of the institutional and organizational development of the film
industry in Mongolia. As a result of the very patchy picture of writings on the
Mongolian cinema the present study will draw on a wide field of sources to usher a
more comprehensive and clear picture of the film industry development in Mongolia.
In the first part, which we now turn to, we will look closer at how the Mongolian
film industry was established and how it developed during the period of communist
rule from 1924 to 1990 and subsequently in the two decades following the transition
to democratic rule.
The Backdrop: Filmmaking and the Dawn of an Independent and Modern
Mongolian Nation
The inception of the film industry in Mongolia occurred in 1935 when the
communist regime found a national film studio, Mongol Kino, that like its sister
institution in Russia came to be known as the Film Factory (Kino Üildver). However,
the idea that cinema should take a prominent role in the public sphere was envisioned
already a decade earlier in 1925, during the initial stage of nation-state building,
following the proclamation of the establishment of an independent Mongolian state
under communist rule.
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The backdrop leading to this event was a period of Mongolian resistance
initiated in 1911, when the last Chinese empire (the Qing Dynasty) collapsed, paving
the way for more than a decade of ongoing struggle by Mongolian nationalists to
claim sovereignty over the Mongolian territory. During this period, Mongolian
nationalists fought the recurring attempts by the Chinese military to reestablish
control over the territory and in the process an alliance were established with
Imperial Russia, which had expanded its geopolitical influence and interests into the
far east as part of the imperial rivalry with Britain over dominance in Central Asia.
The alliance with Russia was a means to counterbalance the Chinese threat and
strengthening the Mongolian resistance, and Russian allies would actively assist the
Mongolian nationalists when Russian soldiers provided training assistance to the
Mongolian resistance army in their battle against the Chinese. In 1921 the ties
between a now communist controlled Russia and the struggling Mongolians were
further strengthened, when leaders of the Mongolian nationalist resistance called
upon the Red Army to help liberate the Mongolian capital from the Russian baron
and royalist Roman von Ungern-Sternberg who had taken control of the city. With
the help of the Red Army the Mongolian nationalists, now known as the
revolutionary army, was able to defeat the Baron’s troops and on the eleventh of July
1921 the nationalists who had joined forces under the name the Mongolian People’s
Party established a Mongolian government under limited monarchy ruled by the
Buddhist spiritual leader, the Bogh Khan Jebsten Damba Khutukhtu.
The ideological tenets and spirit of communism, with its slogan of
revolution and focus on class struggle and liberation from oppression, suited the
Mongolian nationalist’s struggle for independence. Subsequently, as the newly
established government sought to secure control and stability in the country as well
as its own position of power, a closer political alliance with communist Russia was
forged. In the process individuals who favored more liberal ideas were labeled as
anti-revolutionaries and slowly marginalized if not eliminated in an internal power
struggle within the nationalist movement. There were casualties on both sides of the
political struggle in the party and among the most famous was the revolutionary
leader Sükhbaatar who died in 1923 allegedly after having fallen victim to poison. In
1924, however, the dominant communist fraction had secured a stronghold solid
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enough to declare the foundation of a sovereign Mongolian state, The Mongolian
People’s Republic, under communist leadership (Sanders 1987).
With the declaration of a sovereign state and the formation of a strong
centralized political system controlled by the Mongolian People’s Revolutionary
Party (MPRP), with the political, economic and military support of the Soviet Union,
the cornerstones were laid for the construction of a modern Mongolian State under
the close guidance of communist ideology. The remodeling of the Mongolian nation
and the consolidation of sovereignty was meant to ensure that the painful history of
subjection to foreign powers would not be repeated. Moreover, as Elena Boikova
explains, seen from the perspective of the Soviet leaders, the willingness to support
Mongolia was part of a larger geopolitical strategy that aimed at using:
… the MPR [Mongolian People’s Republic] as a buffer
state to demilitarize and protect the USSR’s lengthy border
with China, … link the Soviet and Mongolian military
forces to oppose Japanese expansion in Manchuria and
Inner Mongolia, [and] … support the Comintern’s longrange policy of promoting additional Far Eastern
revolutions–most importantly, in China– that would lead to
the inevitable “world revolution (Boikova 1999, 107).
As such the Mongolian struggle for independence was of importance to the
Bolsheviks to the extent that it corresponded to the revolutionary agenda of
spreading communism and the Lenin-Marxist system of socio-economic
development around the globe. Moreover, the communist expansion from Europe
into Central Asia lead by the Bolsheviks was a means to ensure that the territories in
the region conquered by the former Russian Royal Empire would continue to be
under Russian dominance. As a result, a range of new republics were established
under communist rule in the central Asian region (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan), which all became part of the Soviet
Union in 1924. Mongolia on the other hand was never officially integrated into the
Soviet Union. A main reason is that Russia during the 1920s and 1930s was doubledealing in its relations with China. On the one hand the Russians recognizing
Mongolia as a Chinese territory in bi-lateral treaties with China, while in reality
encouraging and effectively supporting the Mongolians efforts to oust Chinese
presence in and influence over Mongolia (Ibid., 108). Despite the fact that Mongolia
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was not officially integrated into the Soviet Union, as in the case of the other central
Asian countries, the societal development that followed the establishment of the
independent Mongolian state was directly determined by the political influence and
economic support of the Soviet Union.
A central component of nation building in Central Asia was to align the
societal development in the region with that of the European counterparts along the
lines of the strategies and measures determined by Lenin and communist leadership
in Moscow. This meant the establishment of a centralized and industry driven
command economy. In 1925 more than eighty-six percent of the inhabitants lived as
autonomous herding nomads in Mongolia and the aim of creating a population of
skilled workers willing to work for the cause of the communist society was heavily
predicated on substantial educational efforts. Moreover, seen from the perspective of
the European communists, the indigenous people of the central Asian region,
including Mongolians, were regarded as backward in the sense of being less
civilized, cultured and technically advanced compared to their western allies. The
patronizing attitude indicates how a high degree of Eurocentric thinking and in the
specific case of the Bolsheviks a form of Soviet Orientalism towards the central
Asian region underpinned the Soviet leader’s engagement with the Union’s periphery
(Prusin & Zeman 2003, 259). As a result, cultural and educational polices became a
central component of the communist project of modernization on all levels of society
in the Eastern region. In the late 1910s film was identified by the communist
leadership in Moscow as the most important art form on account of being an
extremely effective medium of representation that could shape the mindset of people,
as demonstrated by the cinematic experiments of Lev Kuleshov and the subsequent
success of Soviet montage cinema in the 1920s. As a result, film propaganda became
a highly prioritized strategy from the mid-1920s onward across central Asia, since
agitational and didactic filmmaking was seen as an important mean to bring the ‘less
cultivated’ people of the far east under the red banners (Rouland 2013, 4-5).
The first sporadic film screenings in Mongolia, initially referred to by Mongolians as
‘electronic shadow plays’, are said to have occurred in the 1910s. However, it was
only after the formation of the Mongolian People’s Republic in 1924 was completed
and the project of Soviet style societal modernization initiated that cinema became a
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more permanent present in Mongolia. In September 1925, during the proceedings of
the fourth party congress, film was identified as an important tool for propaganda
and the aim of establishing an institutional and organization framework for the
production of films was proposed (UNESCO 1982, 28). The role of art and in
particular film was envisioned as an important instrument to foster a new Mongolian
culture, as an “integral part of the people’s revolution as well as an important precondition for implementing the task of the non-capitalist development” (Ibid., 14). In
this view the new Mongolian culture envisioned was meant to rid the people of
illiteracy, religious beliefs and mores that had enslaved the lives of most Mongolians
during the period of the feudal regime of the Manchurians in the foregoing centuries.
The MPRP wanted to complete a mental makeover of the population — the
awakening of what the communists saw as the revolutionary spirit – through the
implementation of a broad range of cultural and educational initiatives. Besides the
fundamental need of establishing a free school system that could provide basic
practical and literacy schooling and thus the basis for a skilled working class, this
would also be achieved through the peoples engagement in political organizations,
clubs, forums, and public libraries where the ‘right’ mind-set, i.e. communist ideals,
would be cultivated through discussions, reading, and not least film screenings (Ibid.,
14-15).
The second half of the 1920s saw the initial attempts of establishing a
systematic film exhibition culture in Mongolia based on imported Soviet films from
1926 onward with regular film screenings in different sites of the capital, now
renamed Ulaanbaatar (Red Hero), while mobile projection equipment began to travel
the countryside enabling film shows to reach the rural areas beyond the capital. The
immediate use of mobile film units and the ability of reaching the predominant
nomadic population, spread across the vast Mongolian territory, was an important
reason for the local population’s growing liking for film already in the late 1920s.
Starting in 1928, the first short term courses in filmmaking and film
projecting were offered to Mongolians who were trained by Soviet professionals.
Already the same year, the first film screenings would reach across the Western part
of country, more than 1000 kilometers from the capital, when the first silent film was
shown in Uvs province with the use of a Soviet style, mechanically operated diafilm
projector (Delaplace and Micoud 2005, 3). The Soviet-Mongolian collaboration was
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further strengthened in 1930 when Mongolia became member of Vostokkino
(Eastern cinema) a subsidiary of Sovkino, the department of State Committee of
Cinematography in the Soviet. Vostokkino was set up in 1928 with the purpose of
disseminating communist propaganda in the region, controlling the development of
national film industries in the new central Asian republics, and enabling the
populations in the Western part of the Soviet Union to get acquainted with the
eastern cultures through films made in the region (Chomentowski 2013, 33). Since
Mongolia was not an official part of the Soviet Union the Mongolian affiliation and
collaboration with Vostokkino was limited to an agreement that prescribed
collaboration in terms of Soviet Union helping Mongolians make films and that the
Soviet Union continuing to supply Mongolia with films expounding communist
ideology. As a result, many of the most popular and noteworthy Soviet films from
the 1930s that were produced under the heading of socialist realism, such as Chapaev
(Georgi and Sergey Vasilev, 1934), We are from Kronstadt (Efim Dzigan,1936), and
Lenin in October (Mikhail Romm and Dimitriy Vasilev, 1937) were screened in
Mongolia (UNESCO 1982, 28-29).
In 1933 the Mongolian government established the first film department
under the Ministry of Public Education (copying the model of Russia) while the first
permanent cinema and film house Ard was under construction in Ulaanbaatar,
opening in 1934. These initiatives coupled with the ongoing encouragement and
support from the Soviet Union paved the way for the decision in 1935 to establish a
national Mongolian film studio, including production facilitates, equipment, the
allocation of funds for the training of filmmakers and a film commission to oversee
the implementation of the plans. In addition, and decisive for the initial stage of this
institutional and organizational project, a group of Soviet cameramen and directors
were invited to the country the same year. The Soviet filmmakers would, as mentors
of and collaborators with a group of young Mongolian apprentices, lay the
foundation of the Mongolian film industry within the institutional framework of a
national film studio.
The Film Factory in the Initial Phase of Development
The first ten years of existence of Mongol Kino, from 1935 to 1945 saw the
formation of an institutional and organizational framework of the locally based
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Mongolian film industry. Alongside the continued efforts of expanding distribution
and exhibition initiated in the 1920s, this period was dedicated to the establishment
of an infrastructural and technical basis of filmmaking, as well as the development of
local skills and talents in filmmaking with the help of Soviet founding and expertise.
The Soviet filmmakers, who worked as instructors in Mongolia in this
period, were professionals within the essential fields of the filmmaking process
spanning directing, camera, lightning, sound, editing, and film stock processing and
they would initiate the first systematic training of Mongolians within the different
fields of expertise. The 1930s and 1940s saw an influx of Soviet instructors and
teachers to Mongolia within all areas of society including the arts, which was
perceived as a crucial factor of the modernization project underway. Consequently,
the Soviet instructors were in charge of or oversaw all filmmaking activities initiated
by the studio in this period and the training of local filmmakers can best be described
as taking the form of an apprenticeship or on-the-job style training, which mirrors the
general trend in the educational efforts of the pre-industrial and early industrial stage
of societal development in Mongolia (Sanders 1987, 36).
The division of roles and responsibilities between Soviet filmmakers and
Mongolian students meant that many of the initial film projects, in particular the
production of fiction films, were headed by Soviet professionals working in
collaboration with the Mongolian trainees. In the initial phase of film production
development from 1936 to 1945 a total of 11 fiction films were made. Today the
silent production Son of Mongolia (Ilya Z. Trauberg, 1936) is often mentioned as the
first Mongolian fiction film. It was produced by Lenfilm, the second largest Soviet
film studio, in collaboration with the newly opened Mongolian studio and was
directed by the Soviet filmmaker Ilya Z. Trauberg. The film featured a
predominantly Mongolian cast while the Mongolian trainees behind the camera
worked as assistants on the production. Arguably the second film made by the Film
Factory in 1938, the first sound film to be made by the studio, The Path of Norjimaa
(Temet Natsagdorj and Lev Scheffer, 1938) should be considered the first Mongolian
film since it, according to most sources, was co-directed and written by a Mongolian.
The director was Temet Natsagdorj who collaborated with the Soviet director Lev
Scheffer working as consultant at the new studio. Natsagdorj would also direct the
third film by the studio, A Pack of Wolves (1939) the following year before he in
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1940 transferred into the role of the first managing director of the national studio. It
seems that Natsagdorj was a central figure in the initial phase of the film industry’s
development, as both a film director and institutional figure. However, after writing
the script for a 1942 military he was arrested and sentenced to 10 years in jail,
apparently as a result of political repression10 (Jigjidsuren and Tsetseg 2005, 495496; Dashtseren1994).
Running parallel with the production of fiction films, non-fiction films were
a central component of the film factory’s work from 1936 onwards. The productions
of documentaries, particularly the production of short length (predominantly one to
four reels) news reports and educational films provided a much needed opportunity
for Mongolian trainees to get hands-on experience with filmmaking and the yearly
output of documentaries was significantly higher than fiction films in the period (at
least seventy-six were made; Jigjidsuren and Tsetseg 2005, 623-626). Documentaries
and other non-fiction films would showcase footage and stories dealing with
historical events related to the communist revolution and its victory across the EuroAsian continent and beginning from the end of the 1930s, shorter length
documentaries were made that showcased the process of modernization of the
Mongolian society, propagandizing the communist-led progress that the country was
undergoing in documentaries with titles like “Modern Medicine”, “New and Old
Ulaanbaatar”, and “Manufacturing” (UNESCO 1982, 29).
By 1939 an organizational set up within the film factory was completed,
when six artistic departments specializing in directing, cinematography, sound,
lighting, editing, and film processing were established. In this initial stage the film
factory became both a film school and a production company where Mongolian
filmmakers would gain experience and skills. Gradually more and more artistic and
practical responsibility was handed over to Mongolian filmmakers who were able to
create many of the documentaries as well as some of the shorter fiction films made in
the period. However, the large-scale feature film productions of the period—
exemplified by the two most notable films of the period, the bio-pic His Name is
Sukhbaatar (Iosif Khejfits & Aleksandr Zarkhy, 1942) about the achievements of
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Most likely Natsagdorj fell victim to the brutal regime of the Khorloogiin Choibalsan, who as a
commander of the Mongolian Army in the 1930s and subsequent leader of the communist party from
1939 to 1952, orchestrated the violent purged of anti-revolutionary elements in Mongolia such as
intellectuals and religious people. 	
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Mongolian revolutionary leader Sukhbaatar and the heritage drama Prince Tsogt (Y.
Tarich, 1945) centering on Mongolians’ battle against Manchurian invasion in the
fifteenth century—were still created in close collaboration with Soviet filmmakers
who were in charge of the productions.
The close collaboration between Mongolians and their Soviet allies in
building a national film industry that would support the communist agenda of
cultural and economic revolution was reflected in the types of films made. Beside the
focus in documentaries aimed at promoting the communist ideology and way of
social progress in the country, some of the fiction filmmaking was attuned to the
trends in the themes and stylistic approaches promoted by the socialist realism
emerging in the Soviet during the 1930s. Overall, it seems that a mix of a
communist-nationalist agenda prevailed, aimed at popularizing the communist
ideology and reasserting the newly achieved nation-state sovereignty through stories
focusing on the communist led military struggle for independence. This project was
further enabled by the continued efforts of the regime to make film available to the
Mongolian population through the creation of permanent film houses or traveling
film units in the different regions around the country during the 1940s.
By the mid-1940s a locally based Mongolian film industry had been established,
revolving around the formation of the national film studio and the development of a
far-reaching system of distribution and exhibition. Unfortunately, following the
release of Prince Tsogt in 1945 Mongol Kino would enter a long period of decreased
activity referred to as the film famine (Rouland 2013). Despite the allies’ victory
over Nazi Germany in Europe and imperial Japan in the East, the engagement in the
Great Patriotic War as it is known in Russia had taken its toll on the Soviet Union in
both financial and human terms. In addition, following the war the Stalinist regime
stepped up its opposition to what was seen as Western influence and began to
tightening the political control over filmmaking, declaring that Soviet studios would
“produce fewer but better films” (Peter Rollberg 2009, xxx). The film famine
affected the whole of the Central Asian region and while a few fiction films were
made in the neighboring countries, the Film Factory ceased the release of feature
films between 1946-1953 while continuing the production of documentaries. The
initiation in the period of the film famine was undoubtedly a setback for the
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Mongolian filmmakers as the local film milieu had reached a certain momentum and
maturity based on the financial, technical and educational support of the Soviet
Union in Mongolia – a development that was now stalled. Nevertheless, while the
period of the film famine saw a decrease in film productions, a range of other
measures related to the development of the Mongolian film industry was initiated,
closely connected with the effort of further strengthening the ties with the Soviet
Union as a way to secure Mongolian independence and the continuation of societal
development. Moreover, the international relations with the Soviet Union was
intensified and involved many of the other communist states in Eastern Europe such
as East Germany, Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia. The closer ties included a
specific focus on film industry-related collaboration and Mongolians would take part
in film festivals organized among the communist countries. In addition, a range of
departmental developments and technical upgrading occurred at the Film Factory,
which enabled the ongoing production of documentaries (Jigjidsuren and Tsetseg
2005, 497). More crucially, in this period the possibility for aspiring Mongolian
filmmakers to study the art of filmmaking at a conservatoire style film school was
initiated. The cameraman Ganjuur Damba, was the first Mongolian sent to the All
Union State Institute of Cinematography (VGIK) in Moscow in 1947 followed by
aspiring directors, scriptwriters, and actors. In the decades that followed, these
filmmakers would bring their expertise in the different fields of filmmaking back to
Mongolia, and thus facilitate the transition to an all-Mongolian-run film industry in
the 1950s.
It is worth noting that while the direct support of the Soviet Union was a
necessary prerequisite for the initial stage of film industry development in Mongolia,
a struggle in the leadership of the Mongolian communist party was fought in the
1930s about the extent of Soviet influence on the socio-economic development in the
country. Soviet instructors and specialists dominated the upper hierarchy of
management within most sectors and there was an attempt in the mid-1930s by a
group of high-ranking leaders in the party to minimize the influence and control of
non-co-national on development of the Mongolian state. In the end the attempt failed
when it became clear that Soviet support and expertise was needed since it was still
to early for Mongolians to take over the position and roles of the foreign instructors
efficiently at this early stage of development. Meanwhile, in 1935 Mongolian troops
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had engaged in battles alongside the Soviets at the eastern borders of Mongolia to
fight against a Japanese military campaign in Northern China. The reliance on the
Soviet Union as a close ally in the face of the possibility of foreign invasion probably
helped strengthen the positive view of Soviet support and influence. As a result, the
attempt to limit the Soviet influence led to a power shift in the MPRP where proSoviet leaders would take over, resulting in the authoritarian leadership of
Khorloogiin Choibalsan from 1939 to 1952, who as an ideological hardliner worked
to deepen the bonds between Mongolia and the Soviet Union (Boikova 1999, 113115). Despite the central role of Soviet instructors in relation to the development of a
locally based film industry, the collaboration between Soviet professionals and
Mongolians aimed to create an indigenous film industry and culture, inspired by the
Soviet example.
Film Industry Development 1954-1990: Golden Era under State Control
When fiction filmmaking recommenced in the 1950s with the production and release
of New Year in 1954, directed by Tseveeni Zandraa – the second Mongolian to
graduated from VGIK – Mongolians were ready to take the lead in the artistic
development of Mongolian Cinema. New Year dealt with the life and struggle of a
Mongolian worker and the setting and theme of the film signaled a shift in
filmmaking in the post war era. While historical revolutionary films set during the
period of the struggle of independence would continue to be a popular theme,
contemporary settings and the everyday life of workers – the people struggling to
build the socialist society – came more into focus and would thus represent the
introduction of a Mongolian style of socialist realism, which became the dominating
mode of representation within all art forms during the remaining period of
communist rule. At this point filmmakers – both those who had developed hands-on
experience at home and those who were now returning with formal film schooling
from abroad – had reached a certain level of expertise and professionalism. In
addition, in 1956 it was decided to send more students to study in the Soviet Union,
thus expanding the level of artistic and technical skills among the Mongolian
filmmakers. Meanwhile, the production activities of the Film Factory would slowly
increase during the second half of the 1950s, which despite a low annual output level
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of fiction films, saw the introduction of some of the most acclaimed directors and
films of the communist era.
The prolific director Ravjaagiin Dorjpalam debuted in 1956 with the
comedy We Still Have Difficulties and he would continue to direct a great numbers of
films going into the 1960s and 1970s, becoming particularly well-known for
comedies, which emerged as a new and popular genre in the postwar period.
Dorjpalam also directed the first film targeting children in 1959 when he made If I
Had a Horse. The film presents a story about a young farmer who is forced to move
back to the countryside and who then tries to restore his pride by acquiring a horse
(Dashtseren 1994). The introduction of films targeting a younger audience is an
example of how the communist government started to focus on youth in their attempt
to spread communist propaganda to all segments of society.
Another highly popular and acclaimed film director to emerge in this period
was Dejidiin Jigjid who started his carrier in filmmaking in the early 1940s but,
unlike Dorjpalam, never received any formal schooling outside Mongolia. His
artistic background was in painting and calligraphy, but Jigjid dropped his academic
study after he got involved in filmmaking. He worked his way up the hierarchical
ladder at Mongol Kino studio to become cameraman and later director. In 1957 he
worked as cinematographer on the acclaimed film feature The Awakening directed by
S. Guenden, before he in 1959 debuted as director with Messenger of the People.
The film tells the story of the woman Ariunaa who after having received a letter from
a dying solider fighting for Mongolian independence, take upon herself to deliver the
letter to leaders of the revolution (Rees 2015, 44). Like his debut film Jigjid
Dejidiin’s subsequent films centered on revolutionary themes set in the 1920s during
the early years of the revolution and his filmmaking closely adhered to the rules of
socialist realism, being heavily loaded with communist propaganda. These features
show just how widely adopted the method of Soviet filmmaking was becoming in
Mongolia (Sato 2010). Despite this, his talent for cinematic storytelling seems to
have reached beyond the mere promotion of communist ideology. The Awakening
was among the first Mongolian productions to receive a prize at an international film
festival when in 1959 the main actress for the film won the best actress award at the
Moscow International Film Festival. Today, his work is considered by many in
Mongolia to be a prime example of Mongolian filmmaking during the communist
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era, on account of its cinematic rather than ideological qualities (Sato 2010; Kish
2011).
Dorjpalam would also receive recognition for If I Had a Horse at Karlovy
Vary International Film Festival and the emergence of new and successful
Mongolian filmmakers in the late 1950s is now considered the beginning of a golden
period in the history of Mongolian cinema. Filmmakers in this period would
predominately work within the genres of contemporary dramas and comedies, or
expounding revolutionary and military themes. Fiction films and documentaries alike
highlighted the benefits and virtues of the social changes enforced by the communist
regime, and told heroic stories of the communist revolution in the early 1920s, as
well as focusing on praising the Mongolian way of life to the extent that it concurred
with the communist ideology. All filmmaking, of course, had to adhere to the
MPRP’s guidelines as every film project had to undergo a process of examination..
The positive development of the Mongolian film industry, particularly from
the late 1950s into the 1970s, was not predicated on the surge of fiction film
productions, with annual outputs increasing only slowly. An average of 4 features
were released during the communist period, reaching an annual high of nine films
produced in 1985 (Jigjidsuren and Tsetseg 2005, 560). On the other hand, the
production of different kinds of documentaries would increase steadily during the
period, reaching an average of more than twenty productions annually from the late
1970s onwards. Alongside the screening of local productions the Mongolian
audience was able to enjoy a large number of Soviet films, which were imported and
dubbed for the local population.
While the overall activities of the Film Factory increased steadily from the
late 1950s onwards, the success of the Mongolian cinema was predicated on the
continued efforts of expanding and upgrading the infrastructure of the film industry.
The facilities of the national studio were repeatedly renovated and equipment was
regularly updated, while workshops were conducted for both technical and artistic
staff working within the different departments of the studio. In the 1970s the largest
expansion of Mongol Kino was completed on a three-hectare compound in an eastern
district of Ulaanbaatar. The new headquarter of the Film Factory included film
studios, administration, studio departments, film processing laboratories, storage and
a new film archive (Ibid., 502). Secondly, the state controlled film service, i.e. the
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distribution and exhibition network, were continuously expanding across the vast
Mongolian territory. The degree of dissemination of the film medium in Mongolia is
astonishing, considering the social structure of the nomadic lifestyle that engulfed the
majority of the Mongolian people both prior to and during the Communist era. The
lifestyle of most Mongolians living outside smaller towns and the only densely
populated city of Ulaanbaatar was characterized by seasonally traveling the
Mongolian steppes, finding pastures for their livestock.
More cinemas were built in the capital, including a children’s film house, as
well as in the town centers of the different provinces of the country, where the
government would build a kinoteatr (cinema) or a Center of Education and Culture
for screenings of films and other cultural activities. Cinemas were also set up in
“agricultural association, state farms, factories, and mines” around the country
(UNESCO 1982, 29) and films would reach even further into the countryside with
the increased mobilization of traveling film units. With Ulaanbaatar as the national
center of production, distribution, and exhibition films were sent to the different
regions of the country. The projector equipment and films would tour the steppes on
the backs of camels, as nüüdliin kino (touring movie shows), or in jeeps as part of the
avtoklub, a state service vehicle touring the countryside providing health,
educational, and recreational amenities for nomad families (Delaplace and Micoud
2005).
As the foregoing suggest, the positive development of a national film
culture through the rising popularity of film viewing in Mongolia was not only a
result of the artistic quality and merits of the local filmmakers, but also the result of a
broad and efficient institutional and organizational strategy that sought to make films
available to the majority of Mongolians despite the obvious challenge of
disseminating films among a highly dispersed population. With the introduction of
radio in 1931 and later television in 1967 the state possessed two additional means of
communicating its ideology and indoctrinating the population (UNESCO 1982, 4041). As such, the development of a national film industry was one component of a
larger cultural policy strategy where different media were developed by the
communist state with the intention “to educate the people through the arts”
(Baasankhuu 2012).
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The ability of the communist government to influence the population
through different types of media was grounded in the state’s ability to control the
processes of production and disseminated. The Ministry of Culture was in charge of
a pervasive censorship regime through its so-called art committees, which oversaw
all types of artistic endeavors, including novels, music, opera, theatre, ballet, painting
and films (Ibid, 12). With the introduction of the first five-year plan in 1947 the
communist regime formulated the first guidelines for artists, instructing them about
the do’s and don’ts in artistic production, including the advice to avoid dealing with
‘unimportant matters” (Underdown 1976, 50). More importantly, the five year plans
would determine the annually scale of production, which in relation to film, beside
documentaries and newsreel footage, included the production of between one to eight
fiction films. In all cases the ministry would specifically commission the types of
film content, in terms of topic and theme to be produced, such as films based on
historical events, contemporary stories about workers, children’s films, or the
commemoration of an anniversary.
Whether or not the initial idea for a film came from government officials or
a filmmaker, every film project had to go through a rigid process of censorship. From
the first draft of a manuscript to the casting of actors, to the use of music and lyrics,
running all the way to the final approval of the film for exhibition – the
governmental art committee evaluated all stages and dimensions of a film project. In
this way the communist regime could prohibit the distribution and display of any
kind of material that would undermine public support in the eyes of the regime (Rees
2015, 56-57). This procedure was initiated to reinforce the assimilative impact of the
communist ideology, while simultaneously removing signs of national resistance or
deviation from its implementation. The strategy was extended throughout the
Mongolian society, especially through the destruction of cultural institutions and
artifacts closely linked to the national heritage of the Mongolian people. This meant,
among other things, the disintegration of Buddhism (the state religion in Mongolia
since the reign of Altan Khan in the fifteenth century), which involved the
persecution and killing of thousands of Buddhist monks, the destruction of
monasteries and artifacts of both religious, as well as non-religious origin. The
communists even prohibited the worship and use of the name of Genghis Khan,
based on his symbolic status as founder of the Mongolian nation and thus a source of
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immense pride, which was seen as a direct threat to the social cohesion of the
communist state (Hanson 2004).
The successful development of a locally based film industry in Mongolia during the
communist era reflected the larger societal transformation that the country was
undergoing. The transformation was bringing Mongolia into a whole new era of
social and cultural development, imparting to the population renewed confidence as
it entered into a closer relationship with the Soviet Union and other East European
states. Filmmaking and film viewing became an important piece of the puzzle as an
institutional and organizational framework was set up. The implementation of the
communist system of production, distribution, and exhibition created an effective
and professional film industry, as well as a national Mongolian film culture with an
impressively ubiquitous outreach, which helped make film watching a cherished
pastime activity that brought the Mongolian population together around the project
of nation-building.
Unfortunately, the success of the large scale modernization process of the
state came at a high cost for Mongolians, as many important forms of inherited
cultural and social practices relating to personal expressions of Mongolian identity
were prohibited or forcefully suppressed by the regime, an agenda that was
facilitated by the use of film medium. Not until the end of the communist era did the
Mongolian people and its artists achieve freedom of personal expression with regard
to the historical heritage of their culture. The independence gained in the wake of the
Soviet Union’s breakdown and the democratic revolution in 1990 ignited a renewed
interest in reasserting Mongolian culture and identity. Since the 1990s, the project of
reimagining a Mongolian culture beyond the narrow confines of political ideology
has in general become an important project in Mongolia.
The Mongolian Film industry in the Period of Democratization
The introduction of glasnost and perestroika during the 1980s eventually led to
breakdown of the communist bloc and the beginning of the end to Mongolia’s longlasting relationship and deep economic dependence on the Soviet Union. Like most
of the other communist countries, Mongolia slowly began to orient itself more
towards the West while also renegotiating its relations with countries in the region.
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In 1987 an agreement with China was reached on peaceful resolution of border
disputes and later the same year diplomatic relations with the United States were
established. The reorientation towards the West led to a political paradigm shift in
Mongolia after political advocates of the dismantling of the one-party system, backed
by public demonstrations in the capital during the winter of 1989-1990, was able to
pressure the leadership of MPRP to accept the initiation of a political reform process
that led to the first free and democratic election in 1990 (Rossabi 2005, 9).
Despite great losses in terms of individual freedom and cultural expression,
seventy years of state building under communist rule had fundamentally modernized
the Mongolian society. The modernization project had lifted the general welfare of
the population, the literacy and educational levels had increased drastically, and the
country had established itself as a sovereign nation acknowledged by the UN. By the
late 1980s Mongolia had reached a high level of industrialization accomplished
almost entirely within the sphere of interest and influence of the Soviet Union. The
reform movement expressed a growing wish in the Mongolian population to be selfreliant and the democratization process during the 1990s saw a dramatic shift in the
political culture.
The preoccupation with restructuring the political system and Mongolian
society in the aftermath of the 1990 revolution brought most cultural branches
previously controlled by the regime into a state of crisis. The crisis also affected the
local film industry, which was deeply affected by the transformation of the political
and economical system, the prevalence of new ideological ideals and policy
strategies, and the impact that these changes had on livelihood of the population.
The political scene in the early 1990s, after the peaceful revolution, was
characterized by the emerging of a variety of new parties, ranging from neo-liberal
advocating for pure-market economy, to social democrats, over the still existing
Communist Party (MPRP). In the elections during the 1990s following the
democratic reformation of the political system, the MPRP would continue to
dominate. However, ideas of economic liberalization were at the forefront of the
political agenda, which allowed the advocates favoring a conversion to and
subsequent consolidation of a pure-market economy to direct the path of reforms.
This meant a fundamental restructuring of the planned economy, which included the
privatization of public assets, the elimination of state subsidies, and the limitation of
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the state’s involvement in the market economy (Ibid., 36). These reforms were
further encouraged and in some cases directly demanded by a range of international
donor agencies, particularly the IMF, the Asian Development Bank, and the World
Bank, who, alongside an increasing number of International NGO’s ventured into the
country in the 1990s. As a result, Mongolia became a site of experimentation for
Friedman inspired approaches to a capitalist market economy, wherein the strategies
of economic shock therapy and theories of trickle down economics were tested in
their purest forms (Ibid.). The result of these economic strategies was increased
inflation, a rise in prices of food and other goods, as well as a decline in employment
and subsequently the proliferation of poverty.
Mongolia had by 1997 made the transition to a liberal democracy and free
market based economy despite the negative social effects of the new economic
strategies. The relative fast and peaceful transition of the political system was
predicated on the will of the different political parties, despite ideological
disagreements, to make compromises based on a shared interest in reforming the
political system (Damiran & Pratt 2013, 324). Meanwhile, the successful transition
to a free market economy was based on the expansion of an informal economy in the
1990s. In addition, the transformation to a new political and economic system during
the 1990s necessitated a reformation of the underlying institutional framework of
governance, which could ensure that the establishment of a liberal democracy was
underpinned by an administrative setup where core democratic principles like
accountability, transparency, and neutrality were in effect. Unfortunately, as a
vestige of the communist era, political patronage and nepotism continued to flourish
during the 1990s and 2000s in the political and governmental system, undermining
the possibility of enhancing the credibility and professionalism of governance. The
problem revolved around the fact that there was no clear distinction between the
political and administrative branches of the government, leading to the politicization
of government services:
Political parties and politicians exploited the civil service as
their own resources, and many public officials, especially
senior officials, worked for the narrower interests of a
political party. … In addition, it was common practice for
core government officials to actively campaign for candidates
in elections. … Patronage appointments to government
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position, without an appropriate civil service selection
process, became widespread in the year following an
election. (Ibid., 331)
On top of this, corruption became an increasing problem during the 1990s and 2000s
deeply affecting the political process and the fundamental principles of democratic
governance. The emergence of corruption was a side effect of the fundamental shift
in values and ethics that occurred with the introduction of capitalism, which has
shifted people’s attention more towards materialism and individualism at the expense
of egalitarian values. With the privatization of state assets beginning in the early
1990s all Mongolians had a stake in privatization. However, at the end of the day a
smaller group of resourceful business people and politicians were able to gain control
of large parts of the profitable industry in the country. The result was the increase in
social inequality and a general sense of insecurity for many people in the country.
Moreover, business interests and politics became increasingly intermingled and “it is
a widely accepted fact that most members of parliament and the government have
business interests in the sectors they are supposed to oversee” (Ibid., 334). The
flourishing of corruption among a mix of politicians and business people has been
further bolstered by questionable economic ties between politicians (with business
interest) struggling to win the majority seat in the Ikh Khural (the Mongolian
parliament) and predominantly western interest groups (particularly foreign aid
programs like the USAID), whose intention has been foremost to promote the
economic liberalization of the Mongolian market and only secondly to support
democratic reforms (Rossabi 2005). As a result, the political response to the problem
of corruption was negligible or ineffective until the second half of the 2000s where a
commitment to strengthening the anti-corruption agenda has resulted in initiatives
like a new anticorruption law in 2006 and the public promotion of a “zero tolerance
policy”, which since 2010 is slowly beginning to create more awareness of the
systemic problem of corruption (Damiran and Pratt 2013).
The transformation of the political system, the transition to free market
capitalism, the emergence of black markets, along with the prevalence of political
patronage, nepotism, and corruption are all important socio-political factors that have
influenced the development of the film industry since the 1990s. In political terms,
the one-sided focus on an economic restructuring of Mongolian society along the
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lines of neo-liberal policies caused the destabilization of the social and material
infrastructure of the country, thus creating a range of problems not addressed by the
new political regime. By and large, the idea of a democratic Mongolia in the postcommunist era became synonymous with the implementation of a pure market
economy (Rossabi 2005, 80). This ideological thrust has benefited few people, while
social policies have been neglected, let alone, the support of cultural and artistic
activities.
The last section of this chapter describe the development of the Mongolian
film industry in the initial stage of the post-communist developments where the era
of the Film Factory came to an end and the Mongolian film industry entered a state
of crisis. It is worth having fundamental socio-political forces describe above in
mind, as they played a crucial role in shaping the developmental tendencies in the
1990s and 2000s. In so doing, we discover that both positive and negative aspects of
the current situation and the prospect of development are closely interlinked with
these socio-political forces and the way they are played out among stakeholders in
the film industry, from the individual to the collective level of organization.
The Collapse of Mongol Kino and the Shift to a New Market-based Industry
Entering the 1990s the systematic state subsidizing and control of cultural production
ended when the close economic and ideological ties between Mongolia and the
Soviet Union ceased. This caused the state to stop the systematic allocation of
budgets for film production, distribution, and exhibition which subsequently meant
that a large number of film personnel working at the national studio were laid off
while much of the, now ageing, production material and technical equipment was
either sold off or simply appropriated by former employees. Basically, enabled by
the chaotic liberalization and privatization strategies in the 1990s people in the right
positions and with access were able to enrich themselves within most industrial
sectors, including the film industry. The disintegration of the state controlled studio
system was thus a result of the economic reforms and social confusion that prevailed
in the period following the democratic revolution.
Interestingly, the disintegration of the film industry did not lead to a decline
in film productions in the early 1990s. In fact, the opposite was the case, as film
productions suddenly boomed in the period from 1992 to 1996, generating an
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approximate 105 productions within the span of only four years, peaking in 1993
with purportedly 42 films produced (Jigjidsuren and Tsetseg 2005, 560). The sudden
escalation of film productions was a direct result of the breakdown of the state
controlled film industry and the liberalization of the market. Now anyone, with or
without experience and knowledge of filmmaking, could venture into film
production, and enjoy the prospect of finding financial success, especially by
imitating foreign films, not least Hollywood style content that poured into the
country after 1990. This led many financial opportunists and young aspiring
filmmakers to the film industry. The entrepreneurial and creative spirit among some
Mongolians and a shortsighted financial opportunism among others stemming from
the changing economic conditions were vital components that facilitated the early
1990s production boom and the race for financial success within the Mongolian film
industry. While the quantity in the film production output increased drastically in this
period, the quality of productions purportedly varied considerably (in comparison
with the quality of the pre-1990 era). This seems to have been a natural consequence
of the lack of production experience and general amateurism characterizing many of
the productions of these years (Grøn, 2013).
Meanwhile, many cinemas were either appropriated by locals, or sold off by
the state as part of the privatization of public assets. In response, small privately
owned screening venues started to appear in the capital, as part of an emerging
informal market. Here film aficionados, would set up television sets and VHR
machines and screen both local films as well as highly popular western films for a
paying audience (Jigjidsuren 2014 INT). In addition, passionate individuals,
filmmakers, and former projectionists, would continue the tradition of doing touringshows, now as a small private business. They worked mainly with 16mm projectors,
and later on, from around 2000, with VCR and video-projectors within the different
regions of the country, often in self-erected projection rooms. On the whole, the
infrastructure of distribution and exhibition covering the country during the
communist era fell apart in the transition to the free market economy, despite the
individual efforts of filmmakers and projectionist. This breakdown affected the
overall media landscape of Mongolia (newspapers, magazines, radio, television and
film) especially in rural areas (Myagmar and Nielsen 2001). The supply of film from
Ulaanbaatar to the cinemas around the city, and in particular to the provinces, ceased
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and audience attendance declined, leading to the gradual cessation of public film
exhibition in many parts of Mongolia during the 1990s.
As a result of the disintegration of the Film Factory and the drastic changes
in the institutional and organizational framework of the film industry, only a small
number of filmmakers educated during the communist era continued their work
beyond the 1990s. In 1991 during the first year of transition to liberal market
economy the Film Factory was renamed Mongol Kino Company (Rees 2015, 96). A
few films would continue to be produced by Mongol Kino in the early 1990s, but
from 1992 most films began to be produced by small private production companies.
Even though some of the established filmmakers from the communist era still had
the opportunity to work on film projects in the 1990s, obtaining funding for more
traditional and serious minded film-making became gradually more difficult as the
market mentality and opportunism dictated a flooding of the market with films of all
kinds (genre and topic wise) and of varying quality (production wise). In particular,
films that would copy storylines and generic features from Hollywood productions
came into prominence. As a result, even though acclaimed directors like Begz
Baljinnyam, Gombojav Jigjidsuren, and Jigjidiin Binder continued work into the
1990s their filmmaking activities would gradually decrease if not end altogether.
On the positive side, the democratization process and the opening up to the
West meant that interest in Mongolia and its culture was rising. The interest in
Mongolia, as represented through cinema, is exemplified by the French film festival
from Nantes Festival Des 3 Continents which appears to have been one of the first
Western film festivals to have “discovered” Mongolian Cinema in the 1990s. The
renewed interest led to the showcasing of a range of contemporary and classic
Mongolian films during the period of the early to mid-1990s (Dashtseren 1994;
Ostria 1994; Niogret and Tobin 1995). In addition, the renewed international interest
in Mongolia presumably paved the way for the initiation of transnational coproductions. The director Begz Baljinnyam was the first to gain international backing
when he made the historical heritage drama Genghis Khan in 1992, as a coproduction with a Japanese production company. Other directors followed, including
Choymbolyn Jumdaan. His debut film as writer and director, According to the Will of
Heaven (1990) was shown at the Festival des 3 Continents in 1991, while his second
feature film, Aldas, made in 1994, was produced with French involvement and
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selected to compete at the Festival des 3 Continents the same year (Dashtseren
1994). Though transnational co-productions did not make up a large part of the
productions made during the boom period in the first part of the 1990s the
transnational collaboration would continue in the years following 1995.
On the level of policy-making, the 1990s saw a range of media initiatives,
which, on the one hand were meant to comply with the 1992 constitutional guarantee
of freedom of expression and the right to receive information, and on the other hand
had the objective of facilitating the liberalization and privatization of Mongolian
media. While an important step towards the democratization of the media landscape
of Mongolia had already been accomplished in 1989 with the abolishment of the
censorship authority (Myagmar and Nielsen 2001, 5), it was not until the media law
of 1998 that a range of media reforms was implemented. One of the overarching
problems that were targeted in the law was the dissolution of governmental control
over media outlets. The new law was, in this respect, a step forward in the ambition
to create media freedom (Ibid.), but did at the same time not address other
fundamental challenges. It is worth mentioning that the Mongolian state, under the
Ministry of Culture, would continue its support of film industry related activities
through the Mongol Kino Company in 1990s and 2000s. In 1997 Mongol Kino was
consolidated as a result of political goodwill and the state-financed organization
could continue a range of activities, which at this point included the maintenance of
studios facilities, a film laboratory department, film operator workshops, and other
film-related events (Jigjidsuren and Tsetseg 2005, 506). However, despite the efforts
in the 1990s and 2000s to uphold some level of support of filmmaking activities, the
governmental involvement has focused the limited resource allocated to the area on
preservation of facilities, technical equipment and some sporadic educational
activities. The media law of 1998 had the positive effect of making it illegal for
government institutions to control and run media outlets. Hence, the policy
developments can be seen as part of the ongoing attempts of transforming the media
sector into a free market that adheres to the standards and values of an accountable
and transparent democratic state. However, subsequent policy strategies aimed at
addressing the challenges of local based filmmaking were all but absent, despite the
fact that Mongolian filmmakers were now faces with the pressures of free market
competition from foreign products, especially from Hollywood and South Korea.
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The inconsistency in policy support and the general lack of capital
investment in the film industry (private and public) during the 1990s are part of the
picture that explains why the film industry in Mongolia has had to struggle to
survive. To the extent that there have actually been investments in Mongolian media
productions these projects have in some cases been conceived, first and foremost, to
further the political and/or business interests of their financial backers. This is a
tendency that to a large extent is the result of lacking legislation regarding media
ownership, which allows almost anyone, domestically based or foreign, to obtain a
media license, thus contributing to the opacity of investments and influence in the
media landscape (Ziyasheva 2008).
The lack of regulation of media outputs fostered in the specific case of
cinema the spread of unauthorized VHS and later DVD’s in the emerging informal
market during the mid 1990s, as well as a tendency on the part of TV programmers
to pirate foreign content. These problems are evidence of market irregularities
developing during the 1990s and 2000s challenging the prospect of the establishment
of a healthy audio-visual media industry in Mongolia. In particular the tendency of
the growing number of television stations in Mongolia to show both foreign and
locally produced films has become a problem that challenges the sustainability of the
local film industry. Mongolia has become a venue for piracy, where foreign films
and TV-series (American and South Korean content in particular) are copied, the
dialogue is dubbed into Mongolian and then televised, sometimes only weeks after
the domestic theatrical release, because Mongolia represents too small a market for
foreign companies to engage in litigation about copyright infringement and
intellectual property ownership rights. This approach has become a cheap and
profitable way for the high number of competing TV-stations to fill out their
programming. In the case of Mongolian films being shown without initial agreement
with their producers, the likelihood for the filmmakers of having to drag the TVstation through a long and tiring lawsuit, without the prospect of ever receiving any
compensation, further hampers the possibilities of stopping this subversive activity
(Grøn, 2013).
The achievement of artistic freedom and the deregulation of the market
beginning in the 1990s produced a very particular kind of environment: funding was
sparse; a widespread distribution and exhibition system was almost non-existent;
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there was an increase in black market activities; and film projects were shaped by
commercial rather than creative considerations. What this account of the
development of the Mongolian film culture indicates is that the implementation of
new post-communist media policies along with certain tendencies within the free
market have presented a range of profound challenges to the creation of a
constructive framework for the development of a financially healthy and artistically
diverse national film culture in Mongolia. There are clearly severe challenges facing
the current conditions the Mongolian film culture, yet other initiatives during this
period represent a situation that arguably indicate new and positive developments
during the end of the 2000s and beginning of 2010s.
By the mid-1990s the need for new capacity building initiatives related to
the education for filmmakers was evident. Important reasons were the
discontinuation of the collaboration between the Soviet Union and Mongolia and the
perceived poor quality of many of the films during the boom period of the early
1990s. While a few filmmakers, the last to be educated in the USSR under the
communist regime, returned to Mongolia in the 1990s, it was nevertheless clear that
a deficit of technical skills and practical knowledge of film production existed among
new filmmakers in the 1990s. This development was counteracted by opening of the
state supported School of Broadcasting and Media and The School of
Cinematography. As noted above some of the established pre-1990 era filmmakers
were able to continue their work into the 1990s, but from the end of the short-lived
production boom most of the ‘old guard’ would stop their production careers, with
some turning to teaching at the newly established schools while others entered
television production or retired. Besides the state sponsored schools, a few private
schools emerged, offering practical courses in filmmaking. Another possibility was
to travel abroad and receive a formal filmmaking education in countries like for
example United States, Germany, or China. However, only a small number of
Mongolian students have since the 1990s had the chance to travel abroad to study,
while most have been trained in Mongolia (Grøn 2013).
The late 1990s and 2000s did in fact see the production of a range of films
that put Mongolia and some of its filmmakers in the spot light as a result of
international collaboration and training opportunities. Belgian filmmaker Peter
Brosens, who, during the 1990s, realized three documentary projects in Mongolia,
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initiated transnational collaboration, working closely with different Mongolian
filmmakers. In particular the partnership with Turmunkh Dorjkhandyn on State of
Dogs (1998) and subsequent collaboration with Byamba Sakhya on Poets of
Mongolia (1999), yielded films dealing in a poetic and experimental way with the
transformation of Mongolian society. These films were able to enter international
film festivals and receive recognition. Another example is the work of director
Byambasuren Davaa, whose filmmaking is perhaps best known internationally.
Davaa got her formal training at the University of Television and Film in Munich
and attained international recognition with her final year film school project The
Story of the Weeping Camel (2003). The film was a German-Mongolian coproduction and was nominated for an Oscar and subsequently distributed across
Europe and in the US, selling more than a million tickets at the box office (Lumiere:
European Audiovisual Observatory). Davaa’s subsequent film, The Cave and The
Yellow Dog (2005), a German-Mongolian co-production, was also successful at the
international box office (+860.000 tickets sold), while her third film The Two Horses
of Genghis Khan (2009) did not receive wide distribution or attention.
These examples of transnational collaboration between Mongolian and
foreign filmmakers did not directly effect the development of the locally based film
industry in Mongolia. However, the international success of a few Mongolian
filmmakers indicated to the local film milieu as well as other stakeholders in the film
industry that there exists a potential international interest in Mongolian cinema and a
prospect of reaching an audience outside the country. If this is coupled with the fact
that Mongolia during the 2000s experienced a relatively high and steady economic
growth and a considerable rise in income and living standards (UNDP, Human
Development Report 2013) we get a good indication of some of the underlying
factors that towards the end of the 2000s have created the basis for a range of
developments and new initiatives that have sought to revive the Mongolian film
industry. These specifics of the new developmental tendencies in the film culture and
in particular the examination of new institutional and organizational initiatives and
their implication for the prospect of the development of the Mongolian film industry
will be the focus of the next chapter.
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Chapter 4
The Mongolian Film Industry Part II

The Mongolian Film Industry in the New Millennium:
A Commercialized Cinema with International Ambitions
Introduction
During the twentieth century Mongolia experienced two revolutions that profoundly
altered the path of social, economical, political as well as cultural development. As
described in the previous chapter, the establishment of a nationally based film
industry in Mongolia during the 1930s was a direct result of the socialist revolution
initiated in the 1920s, which sought to bring independence to the Mongolian state
through a national modernization project that made the country increasingly
dependent on the Soviet Union. Filmmaking was early on recognized by the
communist leadership in Moscow to be the most effective means to disseminate the
message of socialist revolution and the rise of the working class across the vast
territory of Russia and into its vassal states in Central Asia.
The national film studio Mongol Kino was established in 1935 and
developed in the initial period under careful instruction and guidance of filmmakers
from Russia. After a period of decrease in filmmaking activities in the aftermath of
the Second World War until the mid 1950s, Mongolian filmmakers, some of whom
had received formal training in the Soviet Union, were now ready to develop a
national Mongolian cinema. Film viewing became a highly cherished pastime among
Mongolians in the following decades. This development was enabled by, on the one
hand, filmmaking practices that under the strict control of the communist regime
succeeded in telling stories that reinforced a sense of patriotism and propagandized
the socialist style of socio-economic progress in the country. Equally important to
the success of Mongolian filmmaking was the strategy of the regime to create a farreaching system of distribution and exhibition that was able to make film viewing
available on a regular basis for even herders in the most remote areas of the country.
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By the 1980s several generations of Mongolian filmmakers had actively
contributed to the successful maturation of a nationally rooted film culture. However,
with the economic and political breakdown of the Soviet Union in the late 1980s
following the introduction of perestroika and glasnost and the subsequent withdrawal
of economic backing to Mongolia, the era of communist Mongolia and a tightly
controlled national film industry came to an end.
Within only a couple of years the Mongolia society embarked on a new path
of societal development. Beginning in December 1989 the demands of a growing
political reform movement backed by public demonstrations led to the completion of
the first free multiparty election in July 1990 and followed by the implementation of
a new constitution in 1992 that emphasized the adherence to democratic principles of
governance and market based economical development. The transition to a new
political and economic system in the 1990s based on private ownership and
individual responsibility and accountability made a profound impact on the
Mongolian society. Following the abolition of media censorship and the dissolution
of the state controlled national studio and the far-reaching distribution and exhibition
system in the early 1990s Mongolian filmmakers were freed from the restrictions of
political control. However, instead they found themselves confronted with new
constraints and obstacles that surfaced as a result of the uncertainties of having to
navigate in a free market. Their lack of experience with the relevant market
dynamics was especially a factor during the period of transitional hardship that
engulfed Mongolian society.
The development of the Mongolian cinema in the first two decades of the
post-communist era was deeply affected by the new socio-economic climate in
1990s. Yet, it was nevertheless able to persist. The reason for this is to be sought in a
mix of entrepreneurial and creative outlooks as well as commercial opportunism
among both established filmmakers and a large number of newcomers who were
inspired by western style filmmaking (for the first time available to them) and had
access to cheaper production equipment. However, despite the continuation of
filmmaking Mongolian filmmakers have had to struggle as the film industry has had
to face the competition of global cinema in the local market and the disappearance of
a national distribution and exhibition network catering for indigenous content. The
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readjustment to a new socio-economic reality has been an ongoing process in
Mongolia that continues to this day.
Based on the historical account presented in the previous chapter and briefly
summarized above, the aim of this chapter will be to trace the recent developmental
tendencies in production, distribution and exhibition and to identify a broad scope of
new institutional and organizational initiatives. These can be seen as a renewed
attempt, by a range of different stakeholders, to respond effectively to the continued
challenges and opportunities facing the Mongolian film industry and to the longerterm aspiration for sustainability. The analytical mapping of the developmental
tendencies and initiatives in the following is to a large degree based on my fieldwork
in Mongolia during the past four years where I have engaged with a broad range of
film industry-related stakeholder’s. Moreover, based on my research activities and
the establishment of contacts in Mongolia, I have been able to go a step further in my
involvement with the question of the film industry’s development in the Mongolian
context as I have been invited to share some of my preliminary findings with film
industry stakeholders in Ulaanbaatar on two occasions. The first time was during a
film forum discussion in October 2014 and subsequently at the Creative Cultural
Industry Forum in May 2015. As a key motivation behind this study from the outset
has been to envision film industry stakeholders as both sources, dialogue partners,
and in the end recipients of the findings, the opportunity, as an outsider, to partake
directly in these public meetings and discussions, in themselves a new type of
initiative, has provided important insights about stakeholder dynamics and the
ongoing discussion among film industry stakeholders about what some of the main
areas of concern are. I will go into more details about the range of challenges and
opportunities identified and how the relevant activities and initiatives figure within
the overall picture of the recent development of the film industry in Mongolia.
As indicated above the chapter will be structured around the identification
of the positive and negative developmental tendencies in recent years surrounding
the Mongolian film industry and how different stakeholders are positioning
themselves in relation to the challenges and opportunities facing the industry. Of
specific interest in relation to determining the current weaknesses and strengths of
the Mongolian film industry as well as its prospects for future development is a focus
on capacity building. More specifically, it is a matter of understanding how local
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stakeholders are addressing themselves to this area of concern, through a range of
different approaches. The next section builds on the descriptive overview of the
situation of the Mongolian film industry in the wreck of the socio-economic
transition discussed in the previous chapter. It continues the exploration of the most
pertinent developmental trends up until today within the areas of production,
distribution, and exhibition, film education and training, and film policy and
regulation.
Commercializing Cinema: Trends in Production, Distribution, and Exhibition
The changes occurring in recent years on the level of production, distribution and
exhibition can best be described as the completion of the transition to a fully marketbased and highly commercialized film industry. The possibility of the successful
transformation of the Mongolian film industry, from an industry wholly subsidized
and controlled by the state to one determined by market forces, is predicated on the
success of a range of interrelated socio-economic factors that enabled the initiation of
important film industry-related initiatives.
Developments in Mongolian Filmmaking and Production Practices
The 1990s was a decade of socio-economic hardship for the Mongolian population as
a result of the effects caused by the transformation of the political and economic
system. Nevertheless, as Mongolia entered the 2000s, despite the fact that the
process has not been without its difficulties, the transition to a market-based
economy and a democratic system of rule was considered a relatively smooth process
based on a consistent commitment to political and economic reforms. By 2003 the
Mongolian economy had experienced almost a decade of positive growth rates in its
gross domestic product (GDP), a trend that would continue into the 2010s (except in
2009 when the economy was affected by the global financial crisis). In 2005 the
private sector’s share of the annual GDP had stabilized around seventy per cent
while private companies made up seventy-six per cent of the exports, most of which
was the result of the privatization and expansion of the mining industry. In addition,
the business climate in Mongolia had, despite continued concerns about political and
economic corruption, at this point reached positive ratings by international standards
and was now considered favorable for foreign investments (Jeffries 2007, Ch. 3).
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The steady improvement of the Mongolian economy and business
environment in the 2000s was undoubtedly an important factor in providing the
foundation that enabled the creation of a commercial environment for film industry
development in Mongolia. By the early 2000s the cessation of state funding and
control of the film industry meant that the film production, distribution, and
exhibition network known under the communist era was all but gone and only a few
socialist era cinemas were still operating in Ulaanbaatar, screening the decreasing
number of feature films shot on 35mm and made for theatrical release. As a result of
the economic hardships fewer and fewer film made in Mongolia during the 1990s
would be larger-scale 35mm film productions. It was mostly a smaller group of
already late communist era filmmakers like Gombojav Jidjigsuren and Begziin
Baljinnyam, who continued 35mm productions in the 1990s but in 2000 the last film
made on 35mm was produced and most of the communist era filmmakers had retried.
Meanwhile, an informal economy had emerged during the mid 1990s as a way for
Mongolians to buy and sell goods not available in the regulated market. A mix of
foreign films as well as video equipment for both exhibition (VHS and VCR) and
production (video cameras) became available through both the formal and informal
market. These trends created the basis for the emergence of a younger generation of
filmmakers who despite the difficult socio-economic situation took advantage of the
breakdown of the state controlled film industry and the transition to a free market
economy based on a mix of informal and formal trading.
Today many of the people working in the Mongolian industry entered the
field of filmmaking after 1990 and are part of a post-socialist era generation of
filmmakers. The personal story of the two Mongolian filmmakers Dorj Zolbayar and
Janchidorj Sengedorj who decided to become filmmakers in the 1990s and who have,
since then, been able to established themselves as film directors, gives a good
impression of the path of filmmakers and the conditions they had to struggle with in
general as the film industry underwent a creative and financial transformation during
the difficult period of socio-economic transition.
Both filmmakers entered filmmaking through educational training in the
mid 1990s. Zolbayar decided to become a filmmaker after finishing the military
academy in 1994 and started at the School of Cinematography, a newly opened statesupported institution offering practical training in filmmaking. Around the same time
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Sengedorj would enter the private school BERS Film and Art institute, which was
started in 1992. These schools were the first educational options for young people in
Mongolia wanting to learn the craft of filmmaking in the post-communist era after
the ended of the close film industry affiliation between Soviet and Mongolia. The
teaching focused on the practical training of students in filmmaking skills and on the
positive side, as Zolbayar recounts it, the environment at the school was enriched by
the teaching staff who were some of the best practitioners educated during the
communist era. On the negative side, however, the training was greatly hampered by
insufficient or low-quality equipment. The usual standard of 16mm or 35mm film
stock and cameras were not available to students who only had access to different
kinds of consumer style video cameras. Editing was a particularly difficult endeavor
as equipment and facilities for this purpose were altogether absent. Zolbayar
describes how it was not unusual for young filmmakers to use somewhat unorthodox
methods to get their films edited, like for example bribing their way into a television
station and having an editor with access to the station’s facilities do the editing. He
also explains that many other students would not waste much time on practicing
filmmaking skills through the production of short film exercises, but would instead,
while still studying, begin to make feature length films. The reason was that students
at that time had to pay for their own projects since no funding for student
productions was available. According to Zolbayar the logic was that since there was
no chance of recuperating one’s investment in a short film you might as well shoot a
feature length film because, at least with a feature film there would be a chance of a
theatrical release. While still a student Zolbayar financed and directed his first low
budget feature film Amour in 1996 and was able to continue filmmaking based on
income earned from this kind of low-budget filmmaking (Zolbayar 2014 INT)11. In
the case of Sengedorj his initial feature film White Night (1998) was his graduation
project and he would direct his second feature film The Way to Heaven (1999) the
following year (Sengedorj 2014 INT).
The fact that young filmmakers were able to get their films screened in
cinemas was predicated on the breakdown of the state controlled distribution and
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
11	
  Zolbayar would go on to co-direct the popular and awarded historical drama Genghis: The Legend
of the Ten (2012), a comparatively big and expensive production for Mongolian standards, which was
co-produced with an Inner Mongolian company. 	
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exhibition system. The process of privatization of state assets in the early 1990s
through a voucher system gave all Mongolians the chance to invest their money in
former state enterprises and small shops that were now being handed over to private
ownership (Jeffries 2007). However, there were cases of appropriation of state
property by individuals within different types of businesses, without a proper process
of transfer of ownership. Cinemas in Mongolia, those that were not closed down,
seem to be an example of this. During the communist era the regime would appoint
people to run the state funded cinemas but after the transition to the new political and
economic system the people in charge of the cinemas would take control of the
exhibition venues making it their own business. A grey area of business activities
emerged as a result of the beginning transition from a planned economy to the
establishment of a formally regulated business sector. In fact, the informal sector
played the role of economic stabilizer, which “… eased the transition from central
planning by maintaining a flow of desired goods and services and alleviating urban
unemployment … [which] accounted for around a third of economic activities by
early 1997” (Pomfret 2000, 153-154). As the quote indicates the informal sector was
a response to the rising unemployment in the formal sector as well as falling wages
during the 1990s and for many Mongolians living in urban areas falling back on
informal trading and bartering was a “respond-to-crisis” (Anderson 1998, 16)
strategy corresponding with the subsistence style nomadic economy that had
continued to be a central component of the Mongolian culture even after urbanization
and industrialization was initiated during the communist era (Campi 1996, 91). The
unorthodox and low-budget production methods, the private takeover of cinemas as
well as the small makeshift film parlors exemplify the entrepreneurial response by
Mongolians to the difficult transition occurring during the 1990s.
The cinemas that survived as exhibition venues in the privatization process
would continue to run like this type of grey area private business during the 1990s
and early 2000s. Filmmakers would make a screening deal directly with the cinemas,
splitting the earnings 70/30 in their favor. However, filmmakers were in charge of all
related costs of promoting and advertising for their films, which involved producing
posters and printing tickets, and if filmmakers wanted to reach an audience outside
the capital, they had to pay for the expenses of traveling and exhibiting in the
countryside. Moreover, the cinema venues and equipment were slowly deteriorating
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and there were regular conflicts between filmmakers and the cinemas because
filmmakers demanded that the exhibitors improve the quality of screening. The
cinema owner cared little about the quality of either the screenings or films being
shown since in many cases film screenings were just one of several different
activities going on in the venues. Apparently, the owners would rent out different
parts of the building to other kinds of businesses, making both film screenings and
viewing a difficult activity (Zolbayar 2014 INT).
While the older generation of filmmakers had a hard time readjusting to the
new situation where foreign style filmmaking was introduced and became very
popular, the younger filmmakers were inspired by the new genres, themes, and style
of international filmmaking being introduced (Sengedorj 2014 INT). In particular
Hollywood entertainment along with Hong Kong films entered Mongolia in the
1990s and later on in the 2000s Korean cinema. The willingness of younger
filmmakers to mimic filmic styles and various popular genre formulas in their lowbudget productions, enable them to compete with foreign content in both the cinemas
and the informal market where copies of video films were widely sold and screened.
As noted by Lucy M. Rees, dramas and comedies had been among the most
prominent genres in Mongolian cinema during the socialist era (Rees 2015, 122) and
a genre categorization of the films made between 1992 and 2015 suggests that this
trend continues in the post communist era (Jigjidsuren & Tsegset 2015, 503-504).
However, a range of new genres was also introduced, suggesting that filmmakers
were emulating foreign content by creating action and adventure, martial art, horror
and pornographic films (Ibid.).
Another prominent genre during the socialist era, the historical film, also
saw a revival in the 1990s. The stories and themes presented in historical films
during the socialist era centered on the portrayal of the communists’ struggle for
Mongolian independence, thus evoking the idea that the socialist project and fight for
national sovereignty was one and the same. In the 1990s, after Mongolians had
rejected communism and its repression of traditional Mongolian values and customs,
a new nationalistic wave hid the country. The result, among other things, was a
revival of century old traditions such as the festival of Nadaam and the practice of
shamanistic rituals and Buddhist religion. At the center of this cultural revival stands
Chinggis Khan, his life and legacy, as the main symbol of national pride for
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Mongolians. The cultural revival also affected the film industry. Since the early
1990s both private investors as well as public funding have been keen to get involved
in historical films dealing with the legacy of Chinggis Khan.
Arguably, the historical drama Mandukhai the Wise Queen (Begziin
Baljinnyam), made in 1988 towards the end of the socialist period which was
characterized by an increased political openness, can be seen as the forerunner of the
new patriotic turn in historical films in the 1990s. The film was the last big budget
production created by the film factory and deals with the life of Queen Mandukhai, a
famous figure in Mongolian history, who went to great lengths to maintain the royal
lineage of Chinggis Khan among the Mongol rulers (Barnett 2007, 58). However,
according to Rees the first clear-cut example of the new types of historical epic
dealing with Chinggis Khan was Eternal Power of the Sky, a Mongolian-Japanese
co-production directed by Baljinnyam in 1992 (Rees 2015, 122). Later on in 2006
Mongolia celebrated the eight hundredth anniversary of the establishment of the
Mongolian nation and in relation to the celebrations that year the state funded the
production of a big budget historical film, The Heritage of the Great Leader
(Solongo Jamba) (Ibid., 122-125). Around the same time a number of other historical
films about the life of Chinggis Khan were made in and outside Mongolia, including
the international co-production Mongol (2007) directed by the Kazakh director
Sergey Bodrov.
The period around the mid 2000s is regarded as the time when a positive
turnaround occurred in the film industry in Mongolia. As described above the
Mongolian film industry experienced a difficult time, with the overall quality of film
production, distribution, and exhibition being hampered by the political and socioeconomic transition and the influx of foreign films. Mongolian films made by
established filmmakers from the Socialist period would slowly decrease while a
young generation of entrepreneurial and profit-driven filmmakers emerged in the
new market place, surviving by making low budget video film productions according
to what they thought audiences wanted to watch. However, by the mid 2000s a range
of development trends and specific factors would help improve the situation of the
Mongolian film industry.
Rees refers to this change as a gradual improvement of the quality of
Mongolian filmmaking based on increased budgets of some Mongolian productions
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and the arrival of new cheaper digital filmmaking technology (Ibid., 124-125).
Underpinning this trend was a gradual increased interest from private and
commercial businesses in investing in Mongolian films, and while the government at
the same time was willing to support the funding of a range of films related to
Chinggis Khan it seems that a number of films from around 2006 and onward was
beginning to set a new standard for Mongolian film productions in terms of
production value. As some of these films became very popular with local audiences a
renewed interest in and appreciation for Mongolian filmmaking further underscored
the positive trend in the local film industry (ibid).
While there is good reason to assume that a qualitative shift in Mongolian
filmmaking occurred around the mid to late 2000s, I believe Rees overestimates the
changes when she writes that ”… many films have been produced with increased
budgets and newer technology and are comparable to films from Korea, Japan and
Hong Kong, at least in terms of picture and sound quality” (Rees 2015, 124).
Mongolian filmmaking was just slowly beginning to reconsolidate itself in terms of
filmmaking capacity. In financial terms, even if some Mongolian films were now
being made on what was a big budget in the Mongolian context, the market for
Mongolian films was still very small and so was the average budget of films
compared to Korea, Hong Kong, and Japan. To make an indicative comparison:
while the average budget for a Mongolian film production in recent years figures
around 50,000 to 100.000 US dollars the average budget of a film production in
Hong Kong was US$ 1.4 million, US$ 2.6 million in South Korea, and US$ 5.2
million in Japan in 2005 (Screen Digest 2006). Moreover, as the foregoing suggests,
at this point it is fair to say that neither the professionalism in production
management nor level of specialized expertise in filmmaking in Mongolia was on a
par with some of the most successful film industries in the Asian region. That is to
say, while the quality of Mongolian filmmaking has continued to improve into the
2010s there still exists a range of challenges to the qualitative development for
filmmaking. One example of this is deficiency in sound quality and design, which
has not been an area of specialization that has been in focus. Needless to say, the mid
2000s was the beginning of a turnaround in the Mongolian film industry and while a
renewed focus on raising the standards of Mongolian filmmaking in the second half
of the 2000s was in the making, the success of a new and improved type of
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Mongolian filmmaking was predicated on another vital industry development: the
revival of a new commercially viable and upgraded cinema exhibition system.
The Emergence of Commercialized Film Distribution and Exhibition
As in the case of film production the emergence of a new film exhibition business in
Mongolia was enabled by the investments fuelled by general economic progress.
However, unlike the case of film productions, few local business people had the
interest or capital needed to invest in the modernization of the crumbling exhibition
infrastructure and management. Moreover, since the Mongolian film industry had
been cut off from the global film market during the Socialist era there existed a lack
of know-how about how to secure distribution rights and screening permissions with
foreign distributors.
In 2003 this changed when a Korean businessman brought capital
investments to Mongolia with the intention of exploring the commercial film market
through the introduction of theatrical exhibition focused on international blockbuster
cinema (Tsengel 2014 INT). A joint Korean-Mongolian company was established
with the Mongolian state as the local partner and the facilities of the former Soviet
build Victory Cinema12 in central Ulaanbaatar as the site of operation. The new
exhibition venue, named Tengis Cinema, was refurbished into a modern style
multiplex cinema with an up-to-date projection and sound system, the first of its kind
in Mongolia, and began screening in 2004 focusing on a combination of Hollywood
blockbusters and local productions (Jigjidsuren and Tsetseg 2015). With the opening
of Tengis a new quality and standard of film exhibition was introduced in Mongolia.
It is worth noting that Tengis, as a legally operating commercial enterprise entering
the audio-visual market in the mid-2000s, still had to compete with the consumption
of pirated film content in television and on VHS, VCD and DVD, all available
through the informal market.
As indicated in the previous chapter, the flourishing of film content on the
black market emerged in the 1990s and with pirated content such as popular foreign
TV-series and films slowly becoming a stable component of the programing of local
television stations in the 2000s, commercial film exhibition faced a range of
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
12	
  Victory Cinema was the most prestigious cinema during the later part of the communist era in
Mongolia with funding donated by Soviet in commemoration of Soviet-Mongolian Military ties.	
  
	
  
126	
  

	
  
challenges. The rapid increase of privately owned television stations in Mongolia
reached somewhere between twenty and thirty active broadcasters by 2010 (Press
Institute 2013). This relatively high number of channel outlets for a small country of
less than 3 million inhabitants is an example of the entrepreneurial spirit of the
Mongolian people but also of the conflation of business interests with political
agendas. In many cases TV-stations have been created by successful business people,
with the goal of supporting not only commercial interests but also the political
ambitions of their owners. In this competitive environment the programming of
foreign content became a cheap way for the station to fill out airtime with popular
entertainment and the practice continues to this day despite the existence of a
copyright law in Mongolia since 1993. The law has never been systematically
enforced and the lack of awareness and concern about copyright or intellectual
property rights infringements is still wide spread in television broadcasting.
Despite these challenges facing the reviving of film exhibition in the 2000s,
the possibility of viewing the newest releases of international blockbusters and
Mongolian films on a big screen in a modern style cinema was well received by the
public and the establishment of Tengis Cinema was a commercial success. In fact,
the potential of the exhibition market was not exhausted with the introduction of
Tengis. Since 2008 three privately owned multiplex cinemas have opened in
Ulaanbaatar: Soyombo Movie Theater in 2008 (with two branches, one outside
Ulaanbaatar); Urgoo Cinema 2009 (two branches in Ulaanbaatar); and most recently
Hunnun Cinema in 2015.
Mongolian films along with Hollywood blockbuster dominate the repertoire
of all the cinemas, with few slots left to the occasional screening of popular films
from Korea, and to a lesser degree China or Russia. While the dominance in
domestic markets of Hollywood along with home grown films is in no way a rare
phenomenon but constitutes a long consistent global trend (Acland 2012; González,
Deloumeaux, and Pessoa 2013; Observatoire européen de l'audiovisuel 2015), the
almost complete absence, in the Mongolian exhibition circuit, of films from the rest
of the world is an oddity. The reason behind this situation, it turns out, is that when
the Koreans ventured into film exhibition in Mongolia they did so with exclusive
rights to distribute Hollywood and Korean content (Tsengel 2014 INT). Since then,
the different Mongolian cinema exhibitors have relied on this distributor to get the
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popular foreign content and have little experience with finding or dealing with
international distributors. Tengis Cinema, which has now transferred into Mongolian
ownership, has in recent years made attempts to contact distributors in Europe, to get
their hands on European films, but without success. This seems to suggest that the
small size of the Mongolian exhibition market is making it unattractive in light of the
current trends in global exhibition. The situation is of course unfortunate in light of
the genuine interest of Mongolian cinemas in showing a broader range of popular
cinema and the prospect of Mongolian filmgoers getting the opportunity to
experience a more diverse palette of filmmaking. On the other hand the lack of films
from other parts of the world does not seem to influence the popularity of cinema
going in recent years, particularly since the digital format was introduced in film
distribution and exhibition.
The conversion to digital cinema and the introduction of 3D cinema
experience reached Mongolia in the early 2010s, which as it has been the case on a
global scale, has led to an increase in ticket prices. The trend, according to figures
from UNESCO’s Institute for Statistics, indicates that while the annual admissions
initially almost doubled from 2010 to 2011 the audience admission numbers would
decline from 2011 to 2013 (Figure 1, Appendix A). Meanwhile, the box office
receipts between 2010 and 2011 correspond to the momentary increase in
admissions; but unlike the subsequent fall in admissions, the box office earnings for
feature films would continue to increase in the following years (Figure 2, Appendix
A). The reason behind the discrepancy between the decrease in ticket sales and the
increase in box office earnings can, at least partially, be explained by the increase in
ticket prices. According to data the average price for a cinema ticket increased with
approximately 80% over three years from 2683 Mongolian tugrik (MNT) in 2010 to
4836 MNT in 2013 (Figure 3, Appendix A). The introduction of digital cinemas and
3D spectacles provided the cinemas with an incentive to raise the ticket prices,
initially to cover the cost of the investment in new equipment but also, in the longer
run, as a way to increase revenue. The increase in both the average price of tickets
and the box office receipts in recent years are also linked to the general positive
development in the Mongolian economy which saw unprecedented GDP growth
rates between 2010 and 2013, reaching above ten percent during much of the period
(Figure 4, Appendix A). The overall long-term positive development in GDP growth
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during the 2000s has also led to an increase in salaries within a broad range of key
professions and business sectors. From 2009 to 2012 the monthly average income for
households on the national level more than doubled from 402,525 MNT to 819,,996
MNT and, mirroring the surge in GDP in the early 2010s, there was a particularly
significant jump between 2011 and 2012 where the average households income rose
with sixty-five percent (Mongolian Statistical Information Service).
As these numbers indicate purchasing power among the general population
has improved considerably within the recent years, which has made a variety of
modern consumer goods including smartphones, flat screen televisions, and tablets,
commonplace in Mongolia. Since around 2010 Video-on-demand (VOD) and real
time streaming services have been on offer to Mongolian consumers. This is the case
in both urban and rural areas based on the introduction of new information
communication technologies (ICT) facilitated by related physical and financial
infrastructure development. Subsequently, Internet access and mobile coverage
provided by private companies, serviced through satellites and land lines, are now
well-established, making film viewing increasingly easy and cheap to enjoy though
online services in the comfort of one’s home. The result in Mongolia is that, like on a
global scale, information communication technologies are in the process of
redefining media distribution and have created what Dina Iordanova and Stuart
Cunningham refer to as a digital disruption of the traditional value chain defining the
commercial life of cinematic content (2012). The digital platforms enable
filmmakers, understood as content providers, to bypass the traditional channels of
distribution and exhibition making these intermediaries if not obsolete than at least
less important as film content becomes available, literally, at the tip of the fingers of
media consumers. The introduction of these new channels of distribution and
exhibition, understood as a form of disintermediation, would seem to indicate that
the traditional type of cinematic exhibition, the theatrical release, is under pressure in
Mongolia. It is difficult at this point to say anything definitive about the prospects for
film distribution and exhibition in Mongolia based on the meager statistical data
available. However, certain activities suggest that cinema exhibition is still
considered a business worth investing in based on continued economic development
and the attractiveness of the culture of cinema going. These activities include: the
already established cinemas’ ongoing efforts to increase the number of screens in
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their exhibition venues; the recent opening of a new cinema (Hunnu Cinema in
2015); and the plan by Urgoo cinema to open an Imax cinema in Ulaanbaatar
Overall, the development tendencies in production and exhibition in
Mongolia since the 2000s are positive and can be said to have played a vital role for
the ability of the locally rooted film industry to reemerge. In fact, the specific parallel
development and interrelation between the establishment of a modern style
commercial theatrical exhibition circuit in the capital and the improvements of local
film productions during the 2000s can be seen to have created a process of positive
reinforcement in the Mongolian film culture. The upgrading of the exhibition system
and the introduction of international cinema on the big screen with high production
value would influence both the local audience and filmmakers. In the case of the
audience they would now be able to compare the quality of Mongolian feature films
with that of international filmmaking in the cinemas and let their consumer choice at
the box office indicate their preferences. In the case of Mongolian filmmakers, as
already noted, practitioners were already in the 1990s beginning to let inspiration
from foreign filmmaking influence their own work and the competition in the
cinemas from international style filmmaking coupled with the new financing
possibilities would only enhance this trend. On the other hand, the renewed interest
in production investments led to the release of Mongolian films in the cinemas that
sparked a new audience interest in Mongolian film. The films thus pointed to the
possibility of local filmmakers finding ways to compete with international
blockbusters. This has been an important factor leading to an increase in Mongolian
feature films and thus the viability and continued expansion of a commercial
exhibition circuit.
As noted above, Soyombo is the only exhibition company in Mongolia that has
opened a branch outside the capital (in the center of the eastern province of DarkhanUll), which highlights another challenge facing the film industry and in particular the
local filmmakers. Since the systematic and extensive system of distribution and
exhibition in place during the communist era disappeared in the early 1990s it has
become extremely difficult for Mongolian filmmakers to reach the rural population.
While the Mongolian population living in rural areas made up around half of the
Mongolian population in 1990 the trend has been towards an increase in population
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size in urban areas. Out of a population of around 3,000,000 inhabitants,
approximately two-thirds of Mongolians now reside in urban areas (Figure 5,
Appendix A). The majority of the latter category, more than 1,3 million, now live in
the capital. As the figures suggest, despite the clear urbanization trend, a
considerable portion of the population continues to live in the countryside and the
ability of Mongolian films to circulate around the country has been an issue of
concern since the beginning of the 2000s.
The issue of film circulation and dissemination in urban and rural areas is
both a cultural and commercial concern. On the one hand, filmmaking can be seen as
an important medium, which through its storytelling capacities can link a Mongolian
population spread across a vast territory that is undergoing rapid changes at different
rates. The pace of social transformation is evidently faster in urban areas and the
ability of Mongolians to take part in the consumption of the same kind of media
content is one important way to ensure a certain level of continued social cohesion.
This agenda goes hand in hand with the cultural policy agenda where Mongolian
filmmaking, in light of the increasing influences of foreign culture on Mongolian
society, becomes recognized as part of a national agenda that focuses on protecting
and promoting Mongolian culture and heritage through the arts (more on this below).
In commercial terms, being unable to reach a rural audience is also a question of the
loss of business opportunity and the prospect of making ends meet for filmmakers.
As referred to in the previous chapter film distribution and exhibition did not vanish
altogether after the breakdown of the national film studio. However, the cost-benefit
divide has in the long run been too wide for filmmakers who in most cases had to
travel across the countryside to screen their films; with the disappearance of proper
screening equipment and venues in the rural areas this method is now no longer
viable. For private exhibition companies a similar cost-benefit calculation has
probably placed constraints on investment initiatives in the area of exhibition venues
outside Ulaanbaatar. The spread of the rural population across the vast territory and
the large number of towns that would need new modern facilities and equipment
simply make the infrastructural investment needed too large and risky for any single
Mongolian film exhibitor. This would indicate that government support is needed if
film exhibition is to reach the rural areas, which still count as home for a
considerable part of the population and thus constitute a potentially huge market
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share in the Mongolian context. In fact, attempts have been made to develop a new
infrastructural project aimed at the rebuilding of rural exhibition sites for film.
The first example of an infrastructure project is referred to by Jigjidsuren &
Tsegset in relation to the conference Mongolian Cinema in the 21st Century in 2001
where private and public stakeholders were brought together to discuss the
development of the Mongolian film industry (2005, 541). Exactly who was behind
this project is not clear, but the proposal advocates for the need to create a new and
comprehensive film policy that will determine the role of cinema in the Mongolian
society, its legal status, as well as a strategy that will ensure the sustainability of the
local film culture. The proposed strategy focuses on reviving the cultural centers
around the provinces of the countries, through a network of cinema centers, with
facility modernization being funded by the central government and daily operations
by the local authorities. The network of cinema centers would buy the screening
rights for Mongolian productions from local filmmakers and thus provide the basis of
income for both the centers and film producers based on the box office receipt. The
project provides details about how the network of cinema centers should operate and
be financed with the support of the Ministry of Education but in the end this
ambitious project was never realized. In one sense it was probably a good thing that
the project was not realized, at least at that time, since investments in expensive
analogue projection equipment was still the standard in the mid-2000s, which means
that within only a few years a central component of the infrastructure could have
become obsolete.
The second attempt to develop the distribution and exhibition system
beyond Ulaanbaatar occurred ten years later after private exhibition companies were
successfully established and the transition to digital cinema had occurred. This time
the government supported the infrastructure project and the implementation had in
fact commenced before it was shelved. The project was initiated in 2012 as
collaboration between the government and the private company Cinema of Sound,
CEO of the company Khurelbaatar Jigjidsuren explained to me during an interview
in March 2014, when the project is still running (Jidjidsuren, 2014 INT). The idea for
the project was, as with the previous one just mentioned, to reestablish an exhibition
network around the country, using the existing cultural centers as screening venues.
The local facilities in the rural towns would be equipped with digital projectors and
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screens customized to the individual circumstances that will not affect the other
activities of the cultural centers. According to Jigjidsuren more than 250 venues was
supposed to be equipped (of which twenty have seen equipment installed to date).
These venues would reach approximately 124.000 people across the rural areas of
Mongolia. A particularly interesting and innovative aspect of the project was the
proposed way of dealing with the challenge of distributing films to so many
exhibition venues spread across great distances. The plan was to make use of a
satellite connection using a Canadian system called Satellite Cinema that would
enable the distributor in Ulaanbaatar to transmit content to screens in the distant rural
areas. No delivery of content on any physical form would be needed as content
would be uploaded and controlled digitally from Ulaanbaatar. Moreover, the system
would make it possible to screen a film simultaneously in different venues, enabling
somewhere between 3000 and 4000 people to watch the same film at a given time.
Cinema of Sound would be in charge of the exhibition and distribution operations, of
making screening agreements with Mongolian film producers, and of overseeing the
daily operation of the venues. Indeed, to avoid the possibility of embezzlement in the
far away localities, the idea was to install a camera system to monitor the individual
venues that would enable the company to verify that audience admissions match box
office earnings from screenings. In addition, Cinema of Sound was developing a
programming structure that would accommodate the rhythm of life in the
countryside, where many of the expected audience members are still living as
nomadic herders. Two to three screenings per week were envisioned, focusing, at
least initially, on the exhibition of Mongolian films. The latter were seen as
providing the content most likely to attract the rural audience.
As the description of the plan indicates this was an ambitious infrastructural
project that could only get off the ground with financial funding from the
government. The fact that the government got involved in the project in 2012 was to
a large degree a result of a renewed focus on the film industry spearheaded by
Makhaan N. Orgil, the newly appointed director of the Arts Strategy Implementation
Department of the Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism. Orgil is an actor by
profession, who received training at a drama school in Los Angeles in 2001, and
went on to earn recognition at home after having played the role of Chinggis Khan in
the BBC television production Genghis Khan (Edward Bazalgette, 2005). In an
	
  

133	
  

	
  
interview given after having taken office in November 2012 Orgil explains why he
thinks that the film industry should be a priority area:
The countries with an advanced [film] industry are doing
pretty good, but they are different. I think the other countries
acknowledge the importance of their [film] industries. … I
believe that if we [do] not take good care of the quality of our
arts and film, we [will] not have “face” in the world, and it
reflect the lack of strategies all around Mongolia. (Byambadorj
2012)
He goes on to sketch out how he sees the film industry as an important business
sector for small and medium sized enterprises. This sector, he claims, can be
developed through infrastructural provisions and there is a strong need for strategic
support from the government. Such support should include the drafting of a film law
that facilitates the relevant positive developments.
At the time of writing in 2016 the Mongolian government continues to have
no concrete policy or support strategy for the Mongolian film industry despite the
fact, as indicated by the first project proposal, that since the early 2000s discussion
about how to support the sustainability of the film industry has been ongoing. This is
not to say that the Mongolian government had altogether abandoned the idea of
supporting Mongolian film production during the 1990s and 2000s. Rather, no
systematic efforts were undertaken. The support received by filmmakers occurred on
an ad hoc basis and was limited to specific productions. What is more, support was
only provided for specific genres: news footage (documentation of historical events),
films for children, and heritage films (Grøn, 2013). The agenda promoted by Orgil
was meant to change the laissez faire approach so far adopted by the government to
the film industry and in 2013 he initiated a film law working group while also being
a central force behind getting the Ministry involved in the public-private
infrastructure project being developed by Cinema of Sound. As mentioned above, the
rural cinema infrastructure project was under way in March 2014 with expected test
screenings of the initially installed cinema setups planned for April. However, a year
later the Ministry had scrapped the project and Orgil had to resign, allegedly as a
result of inappropriate use of government funding in relation to the public-private
collaboration.
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The story of the development of Mongolian filmmaking from the 1990s and into the
2000s, the emergence of a new successful commercial exhibition business in
Ulaanbaatar, along with the less successful attempts of implementing a larger
infrastructure project aimed at supporting the long term development of the
Mongolian film industry indicates some of the positive trends as well as a range of
fundamental challenges facing the film industry.
In terms of positive developments, the transition to a liberal democracy and
free market reforms led to a slow but steady rate of positive growth for the
Mongolian economy. Foreign investments have played a major role in the
improvement of the economy and general businesses environment, based on the
ever-stronger belief that Mongolia is a good place for investments. As we have seen,
foreign investment has played an important role in the development of new
commercial cinemas. In addition, the generally positive development of living
standards for a large part of the Mongolian population has spurred the emergence of
modern lifestyle consumption, including the leisure activity of cinema going,
enabling the expansion of the exhibition sector to expand in the capital. However,
despite the overall successful emergence of a commercial film industry during the
past decade the foregoing highlights a range of challenges.
First of all, despite the fact that the Mongolian economy has seen a
relatively smooth transition into a free market style economy during the past two
decades, the specific configuration of the economy and a range of related factors
endanger the prospects for continued sustainable development, which will have
consequences for the film industry. The positive growth of the Mongolian economy
during the past fifteen years is based on the development of a commercial mining
industry following large foreign direct investments. In 2012 mineral resources (coal,
copper and goal) made up eighty-nine percent of the total export, with China
responsible for more than ninety percent of the imports of Mongolian goods and
resources (Mongolian Embassy). As a result of the central role of the mining
industry, the Mongolian economy has become dependent on and increasingly
vulnerable to external factors like the decrease in foreign direct investments (FDI),
the falling price of natural resources in the international market, and the performance
and pace of its most important trade partner and investor, China. The influence of
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these factors has in recent years exposed the high level of vulnerability for the
Mongolian economy that changes in these areas of economic activity create. In 2015
the annual GDP growth fell to the lowest point since 2001 (2,4%). This marked the
ending for a period since 2010 that had seen Mongolia become one of the fastest
growing development economies in world. The steep decline in economic growth has
exactly been credited to the falling prices of Mongolia’s key export commodities
(natural minerals), the slowdown in the Chinese economy leading to a significant
reduction of import of Mongolian commodities in China, and the decline in foreign
direct investments (Kohn 2015). In particular the decline in foreign direct
investments is an important area of concern since the negative development is
attributed to a range of protectionist laws by the Mongolian government in the areas
of strategic interest for the development of the economy. The result of the
implementation of restrictive policy as well as an overall poor financial management
of the economy by the Mongolian government in the first part of the 2010s create a
declining willingness by foreign companies to invest in Mongolia.
The restrictive legislation on foreign investment is a good example of how
the Mongolian politicians are struggling to create a balance between different
priorities. On the one hand foreign investments, especially in the field of natural
resources extraction, are recognized by politicians as an important driver of the
Mongolian economy but on the other hand politicians have had to respond to the
Mongolian public who have expressed increased concern over what is perceived as a
negative impact of the mining industry on the natural environment in Mongolia as
well as rising discontent among Mongolians over what is seen as foreign control over
Mongolia’s natural resources and related issues of corruption linking politics and
business interests. Even a short period of negative development in the overall
performance of the Mongolian economy can have a negative effect on the local film
industry. What is more, the politicians in Mongolia are struggling to find viable
solutions to socio-economic challenges that will satisfy both a broad range of
different stakeholders (foreign and domestic) highlights deficiencies and unhealthy
practices in the political system. These threaten to have negative effects on the
prospects for developing the local film industry. This brings us back to the case of
Orgil N. Makhaan and the failed cinema infrastructure project.
	
  

136	
  

	
  
The case of the ambitious public/private initiative and the attempt to bring cinema
exhibition back to the rural areas foregrounds two problems. The appointment of a
practitioner who is inexperienced in public administration and service seems to
provide at least some of the explanation for why the infrastructure project ended up
being mishandled. Despite Orgil’s ability to show a new level of action-oriented
willingness to engage with some of the fundamental challenges to the Mongolian
film industry, an approach that was appreciated and seen as much needed by some
stakeholder’s in the industry, his appointment and the case of the derailed
infrastructure project leading to his resignation seem to point at a persistent and
systematic problem in the political culture of governance. Referring to what they see
as a widespread trend in Mongolian government administration appointments of the
2000s Damiran and Pratt describe this phenomenon as “Patronage appointments to
government positions, without an appropriate civil service selection process” (2013,
331). That is to say, personal or political affiliation is a key factor determining the
process of public service assignments among senior officials. The nepotistic
tendencies, as has been the case in many other former Soviet states, has severely
undermined the efficiency, stability, neutrality and professionalism of the public
administrations culture in Mongolia. While legislative measures in the late 2000s
were implemented by the Mongolian parliament in an effort to strengthen the
credibility of administration assignments, the case of Orgil is symptomatic of a
culture that is very difficult to get rid of. Parallel to this problem is the ongoing issue
of corruption in the political system since the 1990s. The authority vested in
government officials gives them power and they use this to further their own
personal gain. The trend reinforces nepotistic tendencies that undermine
accountability. The trend first flourished during the period when state assets were
privatized in the 1990s—with government officials using their position to enrich
themselves, their family and friends--and later, beginning in the 2000s, during the
economic upturn—through their involvement in or ties with representatives of
particularly booming businesses such as the mining industry and financial sector
(Ibid., 334). It is important to stress that I do not mean to insinuate that Orgil was
guilty of corruption, as no information regarding the case that led to his resignation
implies this. However, his appointment and central role in the project where
government funding had been mismanaged indicate that the political culture in
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Mongolia is still governed by a range of practices that is undermining the
development of good governance. Moreover, these fundamental problems in the
political culture can help explain why the government has been unable to develop a
comprehensive and systematic policy approach to the film industry so far. When
personal gain, i.e. when some level of entitlement to either further one’s own cause
or the cause of one’s affiliates, is perceived (consciously or unconsciously) to be part
of the natural advantage of taking public office, it is clear that the process of creating
long-term policies that in principle are supposed to be public-spirited, impartial, and
to work for the greater good of the area in question becomes increasingly difficult. In
addition, a comprehensive policy strategy first of all requires that stakeholders
recognize that a specific field is entitled to government support and secondly some
level of consensus about what kind of principle should guide the role of government
involvement in relation to the area of concern.
In the case of the Mongolian film industry in the first two decades following
the transition to democratic rule and free market capitalism film did continue to be
recognized as an art form entitled to some level of support. However, as mentioned
earlier, support has focused on funding a small number of films within a specific
category of filmmaking, rather than supporting the formation of strategies that seek
to speak directly to the contemporary development of the industry. Furthermore, the
lack of a systematic approach to and transparency in how the current system of
funding of specific film projects works is only undermining the government
involvement in the industry.
Subsequently, the second issue regarding the role of the government in
relation to the film industry becomes a complicated question. For many Mongolian
filmmakers the idea of government involvement in the film industry is still closely
tied up with the history of seventy years of control over artistic expression. Despite
the recognition of the positive contribution made by this era, few if any filmmakers
today wish to revive it. As a result, there exists a certain level of skepticism and
indeed resentment among some filmmakers towards the idea of any type of
government involvement in the film industry. The attitude is probably further
strengthened by a combination of a continued mistrust in the efficiency of the
political system and the fact that the gradual establishment of a commercially
thriving local film industry during the past decade occurred on the basis of
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unconstrained competition in a free market and without substantial support from the
state. On the other hand, in light of what can be seen as a range of ongoing
challenges to the local film industry, another perspective sees a need for the state to
become a proactive player that involves itself in securing the future sustainability of
the local film industry through the devising of a regulatory and policy orientated
framework of support. The example of the perceived need to extend the cinema
exhibition circuit into the rural area of Mongolia represents an example of a
challenge that the market players in the context of the small Mongolian economy do
not seem to be able or willing to address. Another reason behind the advocacy for a
more proactive involvement of the government is that in the aftermath of the initial
successful emergence of a commercial film industry in the local market, questions
about the qualitative development of Mongolian filmmaking have surfaced. It is
noted in recent years among filmmakers in Mongolia that despite the overall positive
development in the film industry in terms of increased output and local audience
approval, filmmaking still has the potential to reach a higher level of quality both in
terms of production and artistic standards. The process of commercialization of the
film industry during a period of socio-economic hardship, as previously described,
has led most Mongolian filmmakers to rely on a narrow conception of generic
storytelling and styles that seek to please rather than challenge the audience. On the
production side, the hardship experienced by new generations of filmmakers —
emerging in a high-risk environment characterized by fundamental challenges in the
area of education — has undermined the development of the skill-based
specialization of Mongolian filmmakers. These tendencies continue to affect
Mongolian filmmaking, however, especially in light of a strengthening interest
among Mongolian filmmakers and other stakeholders in comparing the standard of
Mongolian filmmaking with that of other successful film industries around the world.
Another factor is the renewed focus on the safeguarding of national culture at a time
of increasing influence from abroad. Overall, the key questions involve decisions
about the most effective approach to capacity building in the film industry and about
how both private and public stakeholders can contribute fully.
In the following two sections we examine how film industry stakeholders in
Mongolia, particularly in recent years, have begun through various approaches to
address some of the key challenges. Firstly, we look at the area of film policy
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engagement, which has started to receive serious attention from the government as a
result of a dawning acknowledgment of challenges facing the film industry as part of
the national culture but also as a cultural industry that is seen to have the potential to
contribute positively to the creation of economic growth.
Film Policy between Cultural Preservation and Cultural Industry Development
In 2012, more than two decades after the Mongolian government relinquished its
control over the Mongolian film industry, the idea of developing a film policy
framework was reintroduced. Again, Orgil, as the newly appointed director of the
Department of Culture and Art Policy Implementation and Coordination, was a
central player. This initiative was, in tandem with the exhibition infrastructure
project, part of his agenda focusing on bringing more governmental attention and
direct involvement to the process of developing the film industry. Orgil expressed
the motivation behind shifting the government’s approach to the film industry as
follows:
We really need to pay close attention and help this struggling
industry; it has been neglected for twenty years, left alone as if
it is … expected to go on its own. I say that to grow our
economy, we need more small and medium enterprises and to
improve our infrastructure, just like building railroads. … In
this regard, we need to understand the filming sector. I am
planning to propose a draft law for films. (Byambadorj 2012)
As the quote indicates Orgil is situating the renewed engagement by the government
within the larger framework of economic development. The idea, clearly, is that the
film industry represents an important sector that can play an active role in this
process. Orgil’s position implies an understanding that places the film industry
within the cultural and creative industry paradigm emerging in Britain in the later
1990s. As Terry Flew explains, citing the UK Creative Industries Mapping
Document from 1998, a new type of measuring of a range of industries defined by
“their origin in individual creativity, skill and talent and which have the potential for
wealth and job creation through the generation and exploitation of intellectual
property” was introduced (Flew 2012, 9). The identification of creative skills and the
emphasis put on the significance of the products created by companies in this sector
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to the economic growth of national economies created a whole new international
policy discourse that since its emergence has center-staged creative industries in
national development strategies around the world. The conception of culture and
creative industries has since the 2000s been identified by the UNESCO as a central
driver of economic growth and the support of the strategic development of creative
sectors in member countries has become an area of priority for the organization. A
steady flow of studies and reports on the impact of creative sectors has been
supporting this agenda and as it is expressed in the Creative Economy Report from
2013 focusing on development on a local scale:
… UNESCO’s work over the years has demonstrated that
when the creative sector becomes part of an overall
development and growth strategy, it can contribute to the
revitalization of the national economy where hybrid and
dynamic economic and cultural exchanges occur and
innovation is nurtured. (Isar 2013, 10).
The scope of UNESCO’s work on promoting, supporting and enabling creative
sector development has a global outreach. However, as UNESCO’s declaration on
cultural diversity cited in relation to Bhutan alludes to, and as the focus of the 2013
report suggests, the commitment is particularly aimed at developing countries and
countries in transition. Orgil’s justification for a more proactive approach from the
government to the film industry, with the explicit intention of drafting a new film
law, points to the fact that the Mongolian government (newly elected in June 2012)
was in the process of adopting a new type of strategy toward the film industry, a
strategy that was influenced by the international promotion of the creative sector
paradigm.
The drafting of a new film law commenced in May 2013 and was initiated
by a working group of film industry stakeholders, including representatives from the
Ministry of Culture, two filmmakers (one director and one producer), a
representative from the exhibition sector (at that time Jigjidsuren), and a specialist in
policy making. Subsequently, work of the group would develop through regular
meetings, where the scope of the regulatory and legislative framework would be
discussed (Tserenpil 2014 INT). The process of drafting the film law was informed
by a range of conceptual requirements that links the objectives of a film law to a
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broader framework of cultural policies. References in the film law draft outlining the
legal and practical grounds for the film law make it clear that the intention of
supporting the film industry is a way to promote economic growth. However, the
justification for the creation of a new Mongolian film law is not only based on
economic terms inspired by the creative sector paradigm. Equally important is a
focus on the protection and development of the Mongolian culture. In the conceptual
framework there are citations from a range of other laws and resolutions dealing with
culture broadly speaking and cultural production specifically along the lines of a
reference to Article 7 of the Mongolian constitution. The point in that particular case
is to emphasize the protection and development of “historical and cultural heritage of
the Mongolian people” (Ministry of Culture, Education and Science 2015). As this
suggests, the main rationale informing the government’s willingness to take on
regulatory responsibility in relation to the local film industry is based on a political
agenda that has made cultural preservation and economic development two central
areas of concern.
In January 2016, after three years of deliberation, a draft law had been completed and
was ready to be submitted to the parliament (Khuder 2016). The long process of
outlining a film law proposal reflects the fact that the working group basically had to
initiate the discussion from scratch, as this was the first time since the transition from
communist rule that a policy framework covering cultural production was being
developed. The working group had to start with the difficult task of defining a shared
terminology related to the film industry that would inform the development of the
film law. As Ariunaa Tserenpil, film producer, director of the Art Council of
Mongolia, and representative for the filmmaking milieu in the working group, goes
on to explain, terms like production and postproduction had to be defined because:
These are new words that do not even exist in the Mongolian
vocabulary. So in the law you have to describe these things
from the beginning. That part was very hard work, a lot of
discussions, different debates, different perspectives on issues
of formulating what is post-production and the different
functions of filmmaking. And definitely you can see the clash
between the very Soviet style of filmmaking and the producer
orientated style. So these are the things we are trying to get
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into the policy and it is quite challenging. (Tserenpil 2014
INT)
The need to carve out a preliminary common ground related to the understanding of
what defines the film industry showcases the importance of bridging different views
of how the film industry works. Another pivotal issue was to discuss and come to an
agreement about what the regulatory scope of the state should be in relation to the
film industry. Seen from the perspective of Tserenpil, it is paramount to safeguard
the independence of filmmakers and make sure that a new law would not give the
government any form of authority to control the industry. In regard to this crucial
issue Tserenpil continues: “The concept is no control, but give support and more
structure. It is about understanding how film can be supported… We do not want to
create any form of organization or committee that create some kind of censorship.”
(Tserenpil 2014 INT). As the view expressed by Tserenpil indicates, it is important
for practitioners that a renewed commitment from the government does not translate
into a regime of control. That is to say, memories of past state involvement and the
fear that it could repeat itself again in the current political climate are making the
question of how to balance government engagement with the protection of the film
industry’s independence of crucial importance to filmmakers.
In May 2015 the Mongolian State University of Culture and Arts organized
the Creative Cultural Industry Forum in Ulaanbaatar, which sought to gather
government officials, industry stakeholders, and foreign professionals to discuss the
potential of cultural and creative industry development. More specifically, the film
industry was chosen along with fashion design as one of two focus industries, and a
range of topics was presented in the session dealing with the development of the film
industry. The majority of the presentations dealt with the connection between the
potential of the creative and cultural industries and economic growth in Mongolia,
cementing the impression that the creative sector paradigm is indeed becoming a
prominent conceptual framework guiding the thinking of a broad range of
stakeholders, from academics, over government officials to industry professionals.
The framework is clearly informing discussions about how to develop policy
strategies related to economic development.
The presentations and subsequent discussions in the session dealing with the
trends in the Mongolian film industry gave a good indication of the broad range of
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interrelated opportunities and challenges still facing the industry. Film producer and
writer Boldkhuyag remarked in his talk that there is a rich source of storytelling
material in Mongolian culture that local filmmakers can draw on, which is also
reflected in international producers and audiences interest in Mongolian history as
the success of productions such as the Netflix series Marco Polo (2014-2015)
testifies to. In this sense there is no need for Mongolian filmmakers to copy other
people’s ideas, while the tendency among Mongolian filmmakers to always propose
Chinggis Khan films to foreign investors should stop. Instead the originality of the
stories should be in focus. Boldkhuyag also mentioned the capacity problems in
terms of the lack of technical skills among filmmakers, the difficulty of getting
access to production equipment and facilities, and the fact that the exhibition circuit
is still small and limited to the capital. In terms of finding solutions to the challenges,
Boldkhuyag expressed support for a minimum of government regulations and
legislation, favoring instead economic incentives, such as tax deductions on film
productions as a way to stimulate the business of filmmaking.
In another presentation focusing on talent development film director
Zolbayar Dorj highlighted the capacity problems surrounding the educational efforts
since the 1990s. Despite the fact that film schools, both private and public, were
established in the 1990s, the training of filmmakers had been limited to directing and
cinematography, while training in other skills-based professions such as editing,
screenwriting, and screen acting had been altogether neglected. Only a small number
of Mongolians have had the chance to get professional training abroad and thus a
systematic educational effort targeting talent development of filmmakers in a broad
sense remains an aspiration rather than a reality.
As a response to these presentations that evoke some of the fundamental
challenges to the prospects for local film industry development, D. Bayarsaikhan, a
member of the working group outlining the film law, presented the main points of
the near-final draft. The film law draft that he referred to addresses some of the
challenges already identified by stakeholders and the focus centers on a strategy that
seeks to improve the conditions of filmmaking in Mongolia for both local and
international filmmakers. The proposed law is envisioned to become a driver for
local employment, for the qualitative improvement of Mongolian filmmaking, and
for its competitiveness in the international market. More specifically the law draft
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identifies the need for interrelated regulatory and legislative initiatives in the
following areas:
1. Investments in Mongolian film productions and in attracting
international co-financing, which will give Mongolian films a better
chance of reaching the international market. This includes
supporting Mongolian filmmakers in their efforts to participate in
the international film festivals.
2. Investments in modern technology for film productions.
3. Creating an investment friendly legal environment through the
introduction of different types of economic and tax incentives that
will attract foreign investors and filmmakers who will want to come
and produce films in Mongolia.
4. Investment in the rebuilding of a national exhibition network as
well as film restoration efforts that will allow distribution of films
to the countryside.
5. Create a favorable environment for local investments in local film
productions through the introduction of different types of economic
and tax incentives. (Ministry of Culture, Education and Science
2015)
	
  
As these regulatory and legislative measures indicate, the strategy presented in the
draft law envisions an approach that seeks to support film industry development
through predominantly physical infrastructural investments and the improvement of
the financial and economic environment surrounding film production, distribution,
and exhibition. In relation to the focus on infrastructural development it is worth
noting that the reestablishment of a nation-wide distribution and exhibition system is
still a high priority. It is not clear whether or not this commitment will build on the
discontinued project imitated by Orgil. However, the government’s willingness to
invest in this type of project makes it apparent that reestablishing a national cinema
circuit is considered as an important strategy in the effort to support the local film
industry. Overall, the focus on infrastructural development, including financing the
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building and leasing of modern production facilities and equipment as well as state
support for film productions, is envisioned to occur through a public-private
collaboration where state involvement is considered an investment that is not meant
to burden the state budget, becoming instead a potential area of state revenue.
The focus on modernizing production facilities and equipment is seen as a
crucial way to lift the standard of Mongolian filmmaking while at the same time
achieving a second goal which is to increase the interest of foreign investors and
filmmakers in bringing productions to Mongolia or initiating co-productions with
local filmmakers. This focus links to the second major strategic focus in the draft
law, which deals with the improvement of the legal framework for filmmakers and
companies working in the film industry. Here, the idea especially centers on the
creation of a more favorable economic environment for both local and foreign
companies to invest in the film industry through the introduction of different types of
financial incentives.
The different strategic measures presented in the draft law testify to the fact
that the government is in the process of committing to a more active role as a
facilitator of local film industry development. At the same time it is clear that the
strategic focus on infrastructural development and improvement of the economic
environment follows a logic that ultimately sees the free market and its agents as
charged with driving the future development of the film industry.
It is interesting to note that most of the measures presented in the draft law
relate to improvements in what we can call the hardware dimension of the film
industry, that is to say fiscal and physical conditions, while little attention is directed
at the software dimension, that is to say human capacities building. The fact that
human capacity building is not addressed seems counterintuitive in light of the fact
that film industry stakeholders continue to mention lack of skills and lack of
originality in filmmaking as main obstacles to the industry’s development. Moreover,
if key objectives of film industry development are to enable Mongolian filmmaking
to compete internationally while simultaneously attracting foreign investment to the
local industry, the establishment of a skilled and professionalized work force in the
film industry would seem to represent one of the most urgent challenges.
In 2015 a group of representatives from the American film industry visited
Mongolia and presented the idea of starting a Hollywood style film school in the
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country during a meeting with the Minister of Culture, Education and science that
also included talks about opening a multiplex cinema, a Walt Disney branch, and
plans of a Hollywood production about Chinggis Khaan (OANA 2015). This type of
transnational collaboration based on private initiatives might be seen as the answer to
the skill-based capacity challenges. It is uncertain whether or not this type of
declarations of intent will actually translate into really projects, it is from the outset,
as in the case of Bhutan, worth having in mind that investments in local talent and
infrastructure based on foreign investment that has broader commercial interests
involved should be considered carefully, since these interests might not necessarily
be to the advantage of the local actors in the long run.
At this point in time, the draft law has been submitted. The version referred to here
suggests that the working group has successfully devised a conceptual framework for
a new film law. In its scope and strategic focus this framework had to take into
account a variety of standpoints and concerns from different types of stakeholders.
Since a final version of a new film law and the specificities of a regulatory and legal
framework have still not been implemented it is impossible to determine the extent to
which the first post-socialist law on film will be able effectively to support the
development of the Mongolian film industry and meet the objectives that it is meant
to achieve. Needless to say, the government’s increased focus, in recent years, on the
film industry is becoming a new and potentially positive force in the attempt to
create a sustainable foundation for a locally based film industry. The policy work and
discussion surrounding the level and type of state involvement in the film industry is
still ongoing and while a film law is underway it is relevant to consider a range of
other actors and initiatives in the Mongolian film culture that are arguably playing an
important role in the efforts to develop not only the film industry but the local film
culture as a whole. These actors are in most cases non-governmental organizations or
private institutions that on their own or through a partnership with the government
have created initiatives that are a contribution to the revitalization of the film milieu
through different types of capacity building.
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Revitalizing the Local Film Culture Beyond the Commercial Market
In this last section we take a closer look at the role of a range of actors and their
initiatives in the contemporary Mongolian context. These merit attention, for they
reflect a wish by individuals and organizations to spearhead the development of
certain dimensions of the Mongolian film culture, dimensions that have been
neglected to date, both within the context of a growing commercial film industry and
by the state. The transformation of the political system and the Mongolian economy
beginning in the 1990s led to the emergence of extensive civil society activities
through the formation of non-governmental and civil society organizations (NGO &
CSO) that were supported by a range of international donor agencies (Damiran &
Pratt 2013, 328). Since the government in the period of transition withdrew from
engaging with a broad range of social issues, NGO’s and CSO’s began to play an
important role as facilitators of social activism, both in terms of dealing directly with
specific issues as well as lobbying for political action. The same can be said for the
field of cultural production in general and for the Mongolian film culture in
particular as the foregoing examination of the development of a commercial film
industry and the still ongoing attempts to create a film law indicate.
The organizations, individuals, and their activities examined below
comprise a group of civil society actors who have been involved in initiating a range
of events that are fueled by an ongoing commitment to cultivating Mongolian film
culture. Moreover, the actors involved in these activities are for the most part either
aspiring or established filmmakers and the initiatives to which they are dedicated
exemplify an effort to cultivate the local film culture by enabling a range of different
types of capacity building targeting both Mongolian practitioners and the public. The
work done by these actors and organizations includes the promotion of local as well
as world cinema through film festivals and film clubs, networking activities for
practitioners, and online film criticism. As such the civil society represents a third
central actor, which in a dynamic relationship with commercial and public actors is
impacting the path of development of the Mongolian film industry and culture.
The Art Council of Mongolia: Capacity Building as a Long-term Strategy
The first organization we look at is the Art Council of Mongolian now one of the
most well-established and longest running cultural institutions in the post socialist
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era. The idea behind the art council was initially nurtured during a study tour for a
small group of Mongolian art managers to the United States in 2000. Subsequently,
in 2002 a group of Mongolian leaders from the business sector, cultural arena, and
civil society came together to establish the Art Council of Mongolia (ACM). The
realization of the project was enabled with the financial and technical support from
the Open Society Forum (under the Soros Foundation). Since the council’s inception
the American Embassy in Ulaanbaatar as well as its sister-organization Art Council
of Mongolia United States working out of Seattle, have played key roles in the
attempt to establish ACM a successful non-governmental organization working in
the field of cultural promotions and preservation (Addleton 2013, 134).
The purpose of the ACM has since its inception revolved around the
“mission of advocating and supporting the sustainable development of Mongolian
arts and culture” (Art Council of Mongolia 2006). As described earlier, the
Mongolian government’s involvement in and allocation of funding to a broad range
of social and cultural areas became erratic in the 1990s during the process political
and economic transition. Thus, the establishment of the ACM in the early 2000s can
be seen as an attempt to counteract the loss of the government focus on the cultural
sector during this period. As a result, the efforts of the organization has evolved
through a range of art and cultural programs that have continued to focus on: the
support artists, their talent development, and exposure to local and international
audiences; the support of the development of artistic skills and appreciation of art
among local audience as well as the understanding of the value of art and culture for
human and social development; the support of sustainable development of
Mongolian art and cultural heritage, through local and international business
partnerships among private and public stakeholders in the arts and cultural sector and
the advocacy for cultural policies and laws that will vitalize Mongolian arts and
culture (ACM Reports 2006; 2009; 2015). The ACM’s aim of developing,
promoting, and preserving art and culture is realized on a yearly basis through a
variety of activities such as preservation projects, visual art exhibition, dance and
music performances, art festivals, practitioners’ workshops, discussion forums,
books and TV-series releases.
In its first five years of existence ACM’s involvement in the area of film
cultural related activities was limited to a few activities but since 2008 onward film
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related events are figuring annually among the programmed activities organized by
the council. The approach developed over the years by the ACM in relation to
supporting the local film culture can be characterize as twofold: one strategy focus
more narrowly on the skill and talent development of filmmakers through workshops
and the second strategy focus on the organization of film festivals which brings into
play a range of different stakeholders through varies connected capacity building
activities.
The workshop format have been used to target in particularly young and
promising filmmakers who have been given the opportunity to participate in short
term courses focusing on directing and screenwriting. The workshops are usually
involves a transnational partnership with a foreign organization who provide both
funding and expertise, as for example the 2011 Film Script Writing Workshop
indicates, where ACM teamed up with the German Göthe Institute in Mongolia who
brought scriptwriter and professor Martin Thau from the University of Television
and Film Munich to Ulaanbaatar to conduct a three day workshop. On other
occasions, as in the case of the Ecran Libre Documentary Scrip Writing Workshop
(2012-2014), one or two young Mongolian filmmakers are selected to participate in a
regional effort to enhance skill and capacity building. This initiative is an ongoing
partnership formed in 2010 between French agencies targeting audiovisual
development in central Asia. The French side collaborates with local organizations,
including ACM (since 2012), in the effort to develop documentary filmmaking in the
region. As these examples indicate the workshop strategy targeting capacity building
of filmmakers is based on transnational collaborative efforts that are enabling
Mongolian filmmakers to get acquainted with international best practices in
filmmaking. Moreover, as most of these types of workshop initiatives are only made
possible through funding from foreign donors, it is necessary to highlight the
importance of ACM as a professional and transparent institutional setup that have
worked as an vital facilitator of transnational collaboration connecting Mongolian
artists and cultural workers with international partners. As such the merits of the
ongoing efforts of ACM, based on what can be perceived as a high level of
organizational professionalism, transparency and reliability within an institutional
landscape in Mongolia that has by and large been hampered by inefficiency and
corruption in recent decades, has made the art council an obvious choice for foreign
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organization looking for partners in Mongolia in the field of art and cultural
development.
While foreign funding and collaboration is central to ACM’s ability to
operate this does not mean that the organization is not proactively involved in
developing new activities and event in areas of art and culture deemed in need of
support. The increased focus on film cultural activities since 2008 is an example of
this, not so much in term of ACM’s involvement in capacity building for filmmakers
as described above, but more importantly in terms of its central role in the
organization of film festivals and a arrange of related activities. It is only reasonable
to consider the workshop training initiatives as a much-needed supplement to the
current film educational effort in Mongolia, in light of the fact that international
standard of film educational programming targeting the specialization of filmmakers
has not been established during the past two decades. However, as the workshop
format is mostly short term courses, lasting from a couple of days to a couple of
weeks and only involves a smaller number of Mongolian filmmakers, they might be
beneficial for the participants but unlikely to effect some of the more systematic
challenges to the education of filmmakers in Mongolia. On the other hand, ACM’s
involvement in the organization of a range of film festivals in recent years
exemplifies the attempt to strengthen the local film culture in a broader sense.
ACM has been a central force in organizing a range of different types of
film festivals and film showcasing events over the years but here I want to focus on a
particular film festival format that ACM has been a central player in developing
since 2010. In this year ACM organized a large-scale film forum-cum-festival
funded by the Asia Europe Foundation and partnering with a large number of state,
private, public organization in Mongolia, including Television stations, foreign
embassies (USA and French), the municipality of the capital, and Tengis Cinema, to
name a few. The event was named East Meets West Film Forum & Festival (EMW)
and took place in early October. The reason behind the organization of this event
was, according to a press announcement released by ACM a week before the
opening, that “The film industry in Mongolia is currently in a state of flux, and local
filmmakers struggle to make an impact at the international level. As such, ACM
identify great need to bring support and recognition form the global filmmaking
community to Mongolia.” (Art Council of Mongolia 2010a). In addition, the press
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release specific the program for the four days event makes it clear that the event
consists of three main components:
1. Film screenings of Mongolian and international feature film and
documentaries followed by Q&A sessions;
2. A one day film forum where a panel of international guests from Asia,
Europe and USA with professional experience in the field of directing,
producing, festival curating, and distribution meet with local filmmakers and
officials to discuss the current state of affairs in the Mongolian film industry
as well as the opportunity to learn about the trends and best practices in
international co-productions and possibilities of international distribution
with a focus on the role of film festivals;
3. Workshop sessions where Mongolian filmmakers got the chance to present
upcoming projects for an international panel followed by one-on-one sessions
where the international guests interacted with local filmmakers providing
feedback about film project development, potential of international coproduction, pitching and other aspects relevant for the local filmmakers. (Art
Council of Mongolia 2010b).
In the aftermath of the event ACM reported that the EMW had been attended by
“Twelve international filmmakers and industry experts (…) more than fifty
Mongolian filmmakers and film students as well as general audience of more than
3,000 people [for] all film screenings and other festival events” (Art Council of
Mongolia 2011, 20). In addition, ACM announced that it would expand its
supportive engagement in the local film industry the following year through the
organizing of different types of projects revolving around training, international
exchange, and festivals events. Thus, ACM’s intensified commitment reflects the
intention of continuing a focus on the main areas of concern outlined during EMW
and the types of activities used during the event. Subsequently, ACM has increased
its yearly activities in the area related to the local film culture compared to the period
before 2010. The biggest investment on the side of the ACM’s has arguably occurred
through the organizations involvement in the establishment of an annually recurring
International Film Festival in Ulaanbaatar since 2013.
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The Ulaanbaatar International Film Festival (UBIFF) has now been running
in early October for three consecutive years (2013 – 2015) and has remodeled of the
format of former Ulaanbaatar Film Festival (UBFF). The UBFF was established in
2003 by a group Mongolian filmmakers and ran four times (2003, 2005, 2008, 2011)
supported by the Mayors office of Ulaanbaatar. In 2013 the first edition of the
UBIFF was held by a new group of organizers consisting of a partnership between
ACM as the festival project managing agent and Ministry of Culture, Sport, Tourism
as the financial backer followed up by further support from the Mayors Office of the
capital and the French Institute in Mongolia (Alliance Francaise de Mongolie). The
fact that the organizer chose to rebrand the film festival as a new event has brought
some critique down on them from some of the founders of the UBFF, as they see the
UBIFF more as a continuation of the UBFF than as a new festival altogether, and
therefore felt discredited by the UBIFF organizer’s suggesting that this was the first
edition of the festival (Gerelsukh 2014 INT). To what extend UBIFF is a
continuation of the UBFF is of little importance here, but the fact that the organizers
of UBIFF has chosen to frame the film festival in a way that puts emphasis on the
international dimension of the event, suggests that there is a fundamental difference
between the two festivals.
The UBFF seem to have had a more one-sided focus on Mongolian films
and would each time nominate and award the best Mongolian film screened at the
festival. The UBIFF, on the other hand, with ACM as project manager took on board
the experience of organizing the EMW in 2010. That is to say, the organizers build
the UBIFF around the collaboration with foreign partners, which enabled the
organizers to program a selection of the best of international art house cinema from
around the world. Central to the programming efforts was the partnership with
Alliance Francaise de Mongolie and the establishment of a close collaboration with
French film festival programmer Thibaut Bracq who has worked as curatorial
consultant. The program of film-screenings run during the four-day festival and
consists of thirteen to sixteen films featured in three sections; Special focus country
(three to four films); Mongolian film program (three to four films), and an
international program (seven-eight films).
Alongside the film screenings, the other central component of the UBIFF is
the organization of a range of network events, which allow the Mongolian public,
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filmmakers and other stakeholders to meet with invited international guests at
festival screenings and a range of formal and informal meetings. As in the case in
relation to the EMW the guests include foreign film directors, producers, and
representatives of international film festivals and distribution companies and during
the meetings Mongolian filmmakers get the change to know more about the
international film market and industry developments, pitch their ideas and projects to
the international guest, and discuss the opportunity and challenges of Mongolian film
industry seen in a local and global context.
The focus on providing an internationally oriented program of both
screenings and industry enhancing activities suggest the attempt to platform for
broad ranging capacity building that targets the Mongolian film culture and its
stakeholders as a whole. The film programming reflects the ambitions of enabling
the Mongolian public to get acquainted with a more diverse selection of international
filmmaking and thus speaks to the inability of or lack of will in the current
distribution and exhibition sector to broaden the public access to a wider field of film
content. Secondly, the engagement with foreign professionals is part of a new
strategy that situated within the framework of the creative industry paradigm
introduced in Mongolia in the early 2010s seeks to enable Mongolian filmmakers
and policymakers to learn from international best practices in the attempt of turning
the local film industry into a successful job and profit generating sector on a national
level while making its mark on the global scale.
So far, the UBIFF has been able to run three times, each year drawing
thousands of Mongolians to the screenings and providing Mongolian film industry
stakeholders with an unprecedented opportunity for international networking. In this
sense UBIFF can be said to be instrumental to the efforts of developing skills among
audiences, filmmakers and policymakers as well as evoking the potential of
transnational networks of the industry. Underlying the successful organization of the
festival has been the ACM team’s ability to manage the expectations and demands
from the different local and foreign stakeholders as well as the practical
implementation of a new kind of relatively large public event in the Mongolian
context. Unfortunately, the future of the festival is uncertain, as it has so far been
based on a year-by-year financial commitment by the Ministry of Culture, Sport, and
Tourism. While the ministry’s commitment so far indicates that the current
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government continues to see film industry development as a priority area, it is
unclear whether or not the commitment will be renewed. In a still policy weak
environment in Mongolia where it will continue to be unclear how the state defines
its role in relation to the film industry until a film law has been implemented,
political priorities have a tendency to be unpredictable.
As described above the efforts of the ACM has been crucial in the attempt
of initiating a range of capacity building initiative in recent years. One of the key
strength of ACM is undoubtedly its organizational capacities and experience build
around the creation of expertise in the strategic implementation of art and cultural
projects through international collaboration. In this regard ACM is one of the few
organizations in Mongolia that has build an extensive track record of expertise in the
field of arts and cultural project implementation. However, since the work ACM
does is non-profit art and cultural projects, which are dependent on external sources
of funding and thus to a certain degree the demands and priorities of the different
international and local partners, the organization’s involvement in film industry
development is only possible as long as this is an agenda supported by its donors.
Fortunately, ACM is not the only type of organizational agency and imitative that
has emerged in recent years to reinforcing a multifaceted development of the local
film culture. While the focus until now have centered on the crucial institutional and
organizational agency external to the industry itself, such as the government and
non-governmental organization, it is necessary to also consider a range of other
initiatives that have developed from within the local film milieu.
Altan Khalis: When the Young Generation Take the Initiative
In 2009 a group consisting of young film aficionados and aspiring filmmakers got
together in Ulaanbaatar and initiated Dreamer’s Day, a film club that began to screen
art house film on a regular weekly basis. Following the establishment of Dreamer’s
Day the group began to expand its activities to a range of other projects under the
name Altan Khalis (Golden Reel Association). As members Dulguun and Enkhbat
explain, the initial reason that drove this them to form a film club was a general
dissatisfaction with the type of film content available to the local audience. As a
reaction to the absence of less commercially viable filmmaking (whether local or
international), the young film enthusiasts decided to create an alternative space,
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particularly for their own peers, where they could develop and share an interest in
cinema from the rest of the world (Dulguun & Enkhbat 2014 INT.). As such, Altan
Khalis and its members represent the emergence of a post-1990 generation of media
savvy, internationally informed, and critical engaged young Mongolians living in the
capital who through own engagement wished to challenge the persisting uniformity
of a film culture that was overtly dominated by a combination of Hollywood
entertainment and cheaply produced local film.
Dreamer’s Day screenings, a still ongoing activity, combines the
showcasing of contemporary and classics art house cinema with discussion of the
screened films and the event occasional features short films made by local
filmmakers. In this sense the regularity and focus of the film club has made it into a
hub for young enthusiast who can meet and share their passion for film as an art form
rather than as a commercial product. To strengthen the goal of enabling younger
people to develop an interest in a broader spectrum of film narratives, styles and
genres, Altan Khalis launched the website artfilm.mn in 2010 and began to provide
information about the organization’s activities as well as reviews of art house cinema
from around the world. Since then, the website has expanded to include an extensive
archive of film artists and critical film reviews, lists of best films, and an audiovisual
guide to the history of the film medium. According to Enkhbat the impact of the
website has reached beyond the more narrowly defined community of young film
enthusiasts as the organization on several occasions experience that local TVprograms dealing with films will reference information or view points they have
found on artfilm.mn (ibid).
Following the central aim of the association to foster a more informed and
critically minded audience has been the wish to nurture an environment for
filmmaking talent. The possibility of local filmmakers to showcase their work during
the regular Dreamer’s Day screenings indicates how this has been part of the agenda
from early on. However, in May 2013 the association augmented its support of the
development of the talent base when it organized the first edition of the Golden Reel
International Underground Film Festival (GRIUFF). GRIUFF is a short film festival
that aims to create a platform that encourages young and up-and coming filmmakers
to experiment with the film medium. The organizers allow the submission of a broad
range of genres (narrative, non-narrative, fiction, documentary and animation
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productions) and prizes are awarded within each category along with a Jury prize and
an overall grand prix winner. In the initially two years (2013 and 2014) the festival
had to rely on submissions by local filmmakers, receiving twenty-six and thirty-three
production respectively, allowing all the submitted films to be screened. In 2015 for
its third edition the festival took on a proper international dimension when the call
for submission reached outside Mongolia and organizers for the first time curated a
selection of forty-four short films (eleven domestic and thirty-three international) out
of 218 submitted films from forty-three different countries (Dulguun 2016 INT).
The festival has now been able to run for four consecutive years (20132016) based predominately on the voluntary efforts of its members, as is the case
with all of the association’s activities. The expenses related to arranging of the
festival has required the association to seek funding to be able to run the festival,
nevertheless, one of the remarkable accomplishments of Altan Khalis in the field of
film cultural capacity building has been its ability to avoid reliance on external
funding for its activities. The time-consuming efforts of subtitling foreign films for
the film club, website construction and maintenance, film reviewing, poster making,
festival planning and most of the association’s other activities are all based on
voluntary dedication by its younger members. In addition, while Altan Khalis’ focus
on the continued efforts of running the film club, website, and festival, the
association has also occasional been involved in other film industry related initiatives
run by other organizations. For example, key members of the association who are
themselves aspiring filmmakers have been selected to participate in filmmaking
workshops, and the association has supported and collaborated with other institutions
such as the ACM in relation to the organization of the UBIFF as well as other NGOs
and embassy in relation to open-air cinema screenings and the showcasing of
filmmaking from foreign countries.
The specific intra-generational focus of the work by Altan Khalis makes the
organization an important new agency in the approach to film cultural capacity
building that has surfaced within recent years in Mongolia. With the ideals of a
unequivocal commitment to the promotion and nurturing of artistic skills and critical
thinking in filmmaking and viewing within the growth-layer, Altan Khalis has
distanced itself from the otherwise one-sided commercial bottom-line thinking that
has come to dominate the Mongolian film industry since the early 1990s. In this
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sense the organization’s contribution is unique among capacity building initiatives
that has emerges in recent years, as a space is created that represents the voice of,
especially, younger generations of Mongolians who are cultivating the appreciation
of filmmaking from the perspective of its artistic qualities rather than a source of
commercial interest.
When Private Industry Stakeholders Pitch In
Lastly, two additional initiatives that have developed as a result of the engagement
by stakeholder working in the established industry is worth mentioning. As indicated
in the foregoing most of the different initiatives that have emerged in recent years
with the aim of tackling some of the more systemic challenges that the local film
industry faces has been lead by stakeholders who are not part of the commercial
industry. Even though filmmakers, such as film producer Ariunaa Tserenpil working
as director for the ACM and actor Makhaan N. Orgil for the Ministy of Culture,
Sport and Tourism, have played important roles in bringing film industry
development on the political agenda, the effort depended on their position as
institutional actors rather than private actors. The Ulaanbaatar film festival (UBFF)
run by a group of filmmakers mentioned above is one of early examples in the postsocialist era of industry stakeholders getting together collectively to initiate locallybased capacity building activities. While the UBFF ended after running only four
times it can be said to have influenced the development of a couple of newer
organizational initiatives.
In May 2011 a new Mongolian film award show was launched as a
partnership between the UBFF’s organizers and the NGO Mongolian National Film
Academy of Fine Arts established in 2008. With the UBFF focusing on showcasing
and awarding the best Mongolian film the efforts of this festival became a forerunner
for the creation of a new annual academy award show in 2011. Since the first edition
the Mongolian National Film Academy has taken charge of organizing the annual
award show. According to the organization the aim is to support the promotion and
strengthening the development of the Mongolian film industry through the annual
showcasing and recognition of the best Mongolian films and filmmakers (Enkhjin
2011; Maxwell and Tungalag 2014). In addition to arranging the award show the
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academy has also hosted a number of conferences about film industry development
and published catalogues detailing the result of the annual award shows.
Despite the name, the Mongolian National Film Academy, is not an
institution established or funded by the state, but instead an example of one among a
number of NGOs that have been established by Mongolian filmmakers over the past
two decades. Filmmaker B. Tsogtbayar, who is also running a private film school,
founded the academy and the work of the organization, including the jury of the
annual films awards, is supported by a number of senior filmmakers, most of whom
were educated and worked during the communist era. While the work of the
Mongolian National Film Academy on a whole represents an example of filmmakers
taking part in the efforts of strengthening the local film milieu, concerns have been
raised about the fact that an organization, which is not representing the professional
filmmaking community as a whole, is in charged of a national award show. That is to
say, the question of impartiality and transparency in selecting and judging the best
films for the national awards becomes a matter of concern, a concern that can easily
bring back memories of pre-1990s practices. Looking at the range of awarded film
and filmmakers from the previous three years (2013-2015) nothing seems to indicate
the appearance of favoritism. However, in light of the continued problems of
corruption and nepotism within the institutional settings in Mongolia the concern
nevertheless call attention to the nature of the organizational setup underpinning the
work of NGOs in the field of the film industry development since there still is the
tendency that special interests among individuals can turn a proclaimed commitment
to a collective cause into a vehicle for person gains. At the same time this situation
call attention to the fact that no interest organizations were established during the
1990s and 2000s to represent for example Mongolian filmmakers or exhibitors as
members of a professional sector. However, as we have seen, the increased efforts of
a range of different stakeholders beginning in the early 2010s to focus more
intensively on film industry development has made the need of this type of interest
organization urgent. As a result, and directly promoted by the Mongolian
government’s renewed dedication to the local film industry, a new non-governmental
association, the Mongolian Film Council (MFC), was formed by film industry
representatives in May 2012.
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It was initially the government that encouraged the formation of the film
council as a single organizational body representing the film industry. The aim was
to make the communication between the state and the industry more efficient and
thus avoid the need of the government to deal with a large numbers of NGOs
representing a multitude of special interests. As such, the purpose of the MFC has
been to bring all filmmakers into an association that represents the interests of the
film industry as a collective whole, creating the foundation for a more effective
public-private collaboration when it comes to addressing a broad range of issues
related to film industry development. Since its establishment in 2012 the MFC has
grown to include 500 members who are associated with one of the 15 guilds formed
to represent the different film industry professions from directors over actors to
distributors and exhibitors. The work of the MFC is envisioned to cover the role of
advisor to the government on film policy development and a range of film industry
related activities such as training workshops, research and publications, translation,
website and film festival involvement (Gerelsukh 2014 INT).
The formation of the Mongolian Film Council as a organizational platform
that enables the formulation of the collective interests, rights, and responsibilities of
the film industry and its members as well as the prospect of creating a more efficient
channel of dialogue between the industry and the government seems to represent a
crucial instrumental advancement in relation to the efforts of supporting the longterm sustainability of the locally-based film industry. However, despite the good
intentions and initial work that lead to the formation of the association of film
industry members, the organization has so far done little to impact the current
situation of film industry development. One important reason contributing to this
situation is the fact that the organization does not have a funding scheme in place but
is practically running on voluntary work by dedicated board members. Hence, the
lack of resources in terms of manpower, time, and funding has hampered the attempt
of implementing a specific organizational agenda as well as the launching of
activities leaving most of the ambition and potential behind the project unachieved.
As a result, it is unclear whether or not the MFC, despite its potential as a
representative body of industry stakeholders, will be able to become one of the
central and proactive agency in the emerging institutional and organizational
landscape of film cultural development in Mongolia.
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As the examination in this chapter suggests the locally-based film industry in
Mongolia has in the post-socialist period been able to transition into a
commercialized film culture following the trends of the broader socio-economic
development of the country. When we look at the overall scope of the increased
efforts at strengthening the development of the Mongolian film industry during the
past five to six years the trend is clearly that the most successful initiatives have been
capacity building activities developed by non-governmental organizations with or
without support of external funding and collaboration. The work of the Art Council
of Mongolia, the Altan Khalis, and the Mongolian National Film Academy are
prominent example of this kind of efforts that seek to strengthen the skills of
individuals as well as building different types of shared spaces that allow variety of
stakeholders to engage with film in the context of the local culture.
The initiation of a more proactive approach by the government in this
period, following the adoption of the creative and cultural industry paradigm has
undoubtedly been an important contribution in terms of direct state involvement in
film industry related activities in this period. The role of the state as key facilitator of
film industry development seem particular relevant in light of the fact that several of
the initiatives that are in the process of becoming established film cultural events risk
not being able to secure vital funding since resources provided by either commercial
or non-for-profit partners are determined on a year by year basis and not based on a
commitment to long-term developmental efforts.
On the other hand, despite the emergence of the creative industry paradigm
as a conceptual platform bringing public, private and civil actors into a dialogue
about the potential of the film industry there continue to exist uncertainty about the
government’s future role. As the discussion about the drafting of a new film policy
framework and the viewpoints presented by different stakeholder suggest, the
process of redefining the role of the government in relation to the other actors is a
delicate matter. The history of state repression under communist rule and more
recently the systematic problems of political corruption and inefficiency are
undoubtedly factors affecting the process and in the end, despite the years of
discussions and dialogue between stakeholders a new film law might end up
presenting only a few new measures, which will not address the structural
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deficiencies in a long term perspective. In this light private and civil actors and
networks of affiliation based on institutional and organizational dedication,
continuity, and trustworthiness will to play a central role in the effort of continuing
the positive trends.
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Chapter 5
The Burmese Film industry Part I

Tracing the Historical Development:
Filmmaking under Authoritarian Rule and the Emergence of a
Video Film Industry
Although there have been improvements in Burma’s motion
picture industry since 1988, it remains in a bad way. Strongly
authoritarian environments rarely engender brilliance. In
many ways the state of Burma’s movie industry reflects the
reality of the country much more closely than do its films.
(Aung Zaw 2004)
Introduction
The history of filmmaking in Myanmar reaches back in time more than ninety-five
years and as thus represents the longest history of filmmaking among the three case
studies presented in this study. It is a history of creative endeavors in the name of
artistic exploration and social resistance but one that is still largely a well-kept secret,
in terms of international film scholarship. One of the main reasons is the fact that it is
the history of a national film culture and a locally-based creative industry that has
been deeply affected, indeed shaped mostly in negative terms, by fluctuating regimes
of political power and the resulting changes in economical and social circumstances.
The context that has conditioned the film culture during the 20th century is
characterized, predominately, by an institutionalized framework of interventionist
and prohibitory policies perpetrated by a repressive system of socio-political
governance running from the British colonial rule over military regimes to the slow
process toward democratic development in recent years. As such, the societal status
quo of the country, including the contemporary configuration of the Burmese film
industry, is firmly rooted in the turbulent and highly politicized history that
Myanmar has undergone in the twentieth century. Much as it has been the case in the
other two case studies, our attempt to understand the contemporary situation of the
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locally-based film industry in Myanmar must therefore incorporate a historical
perspective that identifies the central forces that have shaped and continue to inform
the current situation. As the citation above reminds us, it is not the films themselves
but in fact the larger socio-economic context in which filmmaking occurs that allows
us to enhance our insights and appreciation of the possibility of productive changes
in the area of locally-based filmmaking.
Why are we going to Myanmar? While the two other Asian countries examined so
far, Bhutan and Mongolia, fit the criteria of small nationhood in a relatively
straightforward way, Myanmar on the other hand is difficult to fit within this
category. In terms of both geography and population size Myanmar must be
considered a relatively large country on a global scale with an estimated population
of 53,44 million people (ranking as the 25th largest population in the world) spread
over a territory covering 678,500 sq. km. On the other hand, the purpose of an
analytic of small national cinemas is to engage in the examination of film industries
where the contemporary situation of the creative industry is one characterized by
structural problems and inequities challenging the sustainability of the locally-based
film culture (Hjort & Petrie 2007). The strength and weaknesses of locally-based
film industries are determined by the larger context of the social, political and
economic development of the country in question, which is not only determined by
quantifiable factors and Myanmar represents an example of a country where
profound societal changes have weakened the film industry and seriously challenged
the creative development and sustainability of locally-based filmmaking. That is to
say, smallness in the geographical size of a country, or of its population, is by no
means the main indicator of disadvantage in terms of the possibilities and challenges
of national film industry development. Like our two other case study countries,
Myanmar represents an example of a developing country with a low GNI per capita
(US$ 1,270) one that recently has initiated a slow process of societal transformation
intended to reverse the negative developmental tendencies the country has
experienced as a result of authoritarian rule and isolation during the twentieth
century. The status of Myanmar as a developing country in the process of
transforming its political and economical system makes for an interesting exploration
of the institutional and organizational development of the locally-based film
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industries in the Asian region that will allow us to operationalize the comparative
aspect of the framework of small national cinemas as envisioned in the introduction.
The available English language literature dealing with Burmese filmmaking is still
very scarce and only sporadic work from a range of different sources within the last
decade or so – mostly online news sites and a few scholarly articles – deal with the
cinema in Myanmar. The lack of writings on Burmese film culture is in itself a
reflection of the effects of the oppressive regime and isolation that has engulfed the
Southeast Asian nation for more than half a century. That is to say, official records,
statistics, and other types of accounts have been either controlled or censored by the
regime. However, since the mid 2000s a growing interest in the local film industry
has surfaced and been articulated through a range of news paper articles by Burmese
and foreign journalists, who, drawing on interviews with Burmese filmmakers and
other film industry stakeholders have characterized the current state of the film
industry in light of its historical legacy. The titles of many of these articles like
“Celluloid Disillusions” (Aung Zaw, 2004), “A Sad Cinema Scenario” (Yeni, 2006),
and “Myanmar’s Once-proud Film Industry a Flicker of its Former Self” (Magnier,
2013) capture the general sense that the development of the Burmese film industry
has undergone a negative turn that pits a glorious past against the stark reality of a
creative industry in crisis. These newspaper articles that present accounts of the
historical development of the film industry through stakeholder interviews have
functioned as an important source of information for the few scholars who have
engaged in research dealing with the film culture in Burma/Myanmar.
An example of such work is two articles by the anthropologist and media
scholar Annette Hamilton, published in 1992 and 2006. In these articles, she places
the development of the Burmese film industry within the larger context of media
development in South East Asia and, more particularly within the context of the
socialist states in the region. The first article “The Mediascape of Modern Southeast
Asia” from 1992 provides a brief overview of the contemporary situation with a
focus on describing different aspects of production, exhibition and consumption
around the end of 1980s and beginning of the 1990s. In the second article “Cultures
Crossing: Past and Future of Cinema in Socialist South East Asia” (2006), Hamilton
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goes a bit further in developing a brief historical account of the history of the cinema
in Burma/Myanmar.
More recently, anthropologist Jane M. Ferguson has written a range of
articles dealing with different cultural related issues including the film culture. In her
article “The Silver Screen in the Golden land: A History of Burmese Cinema” (2012)
she provides another comprehensive historical account of the development of
Burmese cinema. Ferguson has the advantage of being able to read, write and speak
Burmese, which enables her to utilize and refer to some of the few Burmese writings
on the history of the Burmese film culture, including one of the most recent account
of the field, Youbshin Sa Tan: Ngay Tat Say [Myanmar Motion Picture Diamond
Anniversary Film History Guide] (Myanmar Youbshin Sainyatuthabin Chyin Pa Yay
1996). As such, Ferguson’s account stands as the most reliable general overview of
the historical development of Burmese cinema. This is not least due to the fact that
Ferguson, following much literature dealing with the history of sociopolitical and
economic development of the country, applies a useful framework that periodizes the
historical development of the cinema (Myat Thein 2004, 3). This framework closely
interlinks the developmental trajectory of the film culture with important and largescale socio-political breaks and transitions in the country. The four periods are:
1. Burmese cinema in the British colonial period;
2. The decades of national independence following World War Two;
3. The Ne Win regime and the Burmese Socialist Programme Party;
4. The decades following 1988-89 and the opening up of the economy
to international investments. (Ferguson 2012a, 27).
These periods align the development of the film industry with the shifting political
regimes of the country and thus indicate an important point: state intervention has
continuously played a pivotal role in all aspects of the film sector, from production,
to distribution, over exhibition and consumption. This means that the historical
development of the Burmese film industry is predicated on a long-lasting and
intricate relationship between the film sector and the predominantly authoritarian
regimes, controlling the political, economical and political changes that the country
has undergone in the twentieth century. That is to say, we cannot map a sufficiently
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clear picture of, nor develop an appropriate understanding of the history of Myanmar
cinema, and the prospect for its future developments without taking into
consideration the role of the state in relation to the film sector.
The historical overviews provided by news articles and the work of
Hamilton and Ferguson offer a useful foundation for an in-depth investigation aimed
at reaching a comprehensive picture of the salient features of the contemporary
conjuncture of limitations, challenges, and possibilities surrounding the Burmese
film industry. Beside secondary sources like newspaper and scholarly articles, this
case study will draw on reports by international organizations, legal texts and other
Burmese government documents relating to the development of the media and film
industry. In addition, since the literature dealing with both the historical and
contemporary development of the Burmese film culture is still very much
underdeveloped, the research is also based on fieldwork, incorporating formal and
informal interviews with film industry stakeholders (e.g. actors, filmmakers, film
critics, government officials) in the local context along side participation in local
film festivals, visits on film sets during shooting, and as observer participating at
stakeholder discussions of the creative industry development.
The analytical mapping based on the range of sources mentioned, will focus
on the developmental tendencies shaping the regulatory, infrastructural, institutional,
and organizational framework of the locally-based film industry including the
dynamics characterizing the relationship between the key stakeholders in the sector
across the different historical periods. According to Fergusons’ account, the
contemporary situation which is the main focus of interest in the current study
loosely translates into the fourth period spanning the 1990s, 2000s and expanding
into the first half of the 2010s. However, as a result of the socio-political
developments in Myanmar during the 2000s, which led to new important
developments in the film industry that would be further accentuated following the
establishment of a quasi-civilian government in 2011 and the beginning of political
reforms, the suggestion will be to see the period following these events as the
initiation of a new chapter in the history of Burmese film industry. Though the
initiation of this most recent stage and its trajectory of development is still unclear,
primarily due to the instability of the political and economical system, it nevertheless
seems to represent a prospect of overturning more than half a century of severe state
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enforced control and intervention and, thus, possibility of local filmmakers to regain
their artistic independence and creativity. This situation calls for an examination that
contextualizes the current situation in a historical analysis of the film industry with a
specific focus on policy and regulation, infrastructural development, the institutional
and organizational framework, stakeholder dynamics and how these areas constitute
spheres of interest, influence, and power that have deeply affected the development
of the film culture in Myanmar. Moreover, while an approach where developmental
trends are plotted within historical periodization will work as a guiding framework in
the following, the perspective developed in the current study is adopted in order to
yield an account that is attuned to the fact that some of the pivotal features of and
important developmental tendencies within the Burmese film industry do not
coincide with a specific historical moment. That is to say, important conjunctures cut
across the transition from one socio-political period to the next and it is in fact some
of these historical developmental trends that are central to understanding the
contemporary context as well as the future prospects of film industry development in
Myanmar.
It is the contention here that the long lasting existence of state enforced
censorship and the emergence of a video film industry in the 1980s represents two
particularly important features that have conditioned the institutional and
organizational configuration of the Burmese film industry across different periods.
Consequently, the first part of the investigation into the development of Burmese
film culture will present an analysis of the institutional and organizational
development in the twentieth century. Specific attention is given to the role as well
as causes and effects of film censorship and the emergence of a video film industry.
The second part, in the following chapter, will go on to examine and map out in
greater detail the recent developments of the film industry with the intention of
identifying the most pertinent opportunities and challenges to the future development
of the Burmese film industry.
Before I initiate the first part of the historical investigation of the
development of the Burmese film industry following below, I need to clarify the use
of Burma/Myanmar when referring to the country. There exists a lot of controversy
around the naming of what today is officially known as the Republic of the Union of
Myanmar and the politics surrounding the proper use depends to a large degree on
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political or ethnic stances. In the context of the following historical investigation I
will refer to the names of places as they were used in the specific period under
investigation. As a result, I will refer to Burma/Rangoon when dealing with events
unfolding until 1989 and to Myanmar/Yangon in the case of events occurring after
1989. In both cases I will use Burmese as a common denominator of nationality (not
ethnicity) for all people living in the state of Myanmar.
Aung Zaw’s comment in the opening quote about how “authoritarian
environments rarely engender brilliance” is an indirect reference to the persistent
dominance of censorship in shaping the development of Burmese film culture and
industry. As such, censorship represents a productive vantage point from which to
initiate the historical examination that will lead us to consider the most recent period.
Interestingly, as will become apparent in what follows, the instrumental use of
censorship predates the emergence of a locally-based film industry in Myanmar.
The Locally-based Film Industry and Politicized Cinema under British Rule
The initiation of filmmaking in Burma began around 1920 when the first Burmese
documentary and feature fiction film was screened in Rangoon. The documentary
recorded the funeral procession of U Tun Shein, a highly respected Burmese
independence advocate and it was screened at the Royal Cinema de Paris in
September as part of a double feature program alongside an American film, to the
delight of the local audience. In the following month of October 1920, the first
feature fiction film directed by U Ohn Maung, Love and Liquor was screened at
another cinema in Rangoon presenting a drama that instructed the local audience
about the dangers that followed from the consumption of alcohol and narcotics
(Aung Soe U and Swe Zin Htaik 2006).
The emergence of an exhibition culture predates this event. Presumably the
first film screenings in Burma date back to the period between 1901-1907, when an
Indian showman, Abdulally Esoofally travelled the Southeast Asian region including
Burma, with his bioscope one-reel film shows (Barnouw 1993, 21). Later in 1908, a
Japanese exhibition show brought war documentaries to Rangoon depicting the
Japanese victory over the Russians in the Russo-Japanese War (1904-05) (Charney
2009, 31). Then, in the 1910s, an exhibition culture began to flourish in Rangoon
where a local audience in the city dominated by the ruling expatriates, began to be
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regularly exposed to films and mainly western content. It was also in this period,
around 1914, that a young Burmese man, U Ohn Maung, became fascinated by the
medium and began to study the art of filmmaking, leading him to experiment with
documentary filmmaking in 1919, when he shot the first Burmese documentary
showcasing different Burmese manufacturing industries and their crafts traditions—
such as lacquer ware, parasol making, and the Mandalay silk textile industry. The
documentary was meant for screening at the 1920 British Empire Exhibition in
London and was not showcased in Burma at the time. The enthusiasm surrounding
cinema at this point among the local audience, not least caused by a screening
dealing with local issues, encouraged U Ohn Maung to go on to direct Love and
Liquor based on a script by P. Monin, making him the honorable founder of Burmese
cinema (Ferguson 2012a, 28).
By 1921 the country had 27 cinema halls, which in 1927 had tripled,
expanding the total number of theatre seats to 48,300 (Larkin 2003, 72-73). The
success of these nascent explorations of the cinematic medium quickly led to the
mushrooming of a range of local production studios, including Burma Film Co.
regarded as the first Burmese film studio and quickly followed by other like,
Bandoola, British Burma, New Burma, and Yan Kyi Aung, which fostered the
emergence of a range of Burmese directors such as Nyi Pu, U Sunny, Toke Kyi and
Tin Pe. In this initial period Burmese studios where often engaged in collaboration
with Indian companies, since Indian filmmakers often had more capital, equipment
and experience than the newly started local studios. Film production in this period
leading up to the II Second World War was thus influenced by its Indian counterpart
(under British rule) and at the same time generally considered to be very productive
and creative, delivering an estimated 640 productions within the first two decades of
filmmaking. The productivity and creativity were evident in films dealing with a
variety of themes catering to the taste of local cinema goers and their social worlds
through historical films and family dramas that made use of love themes, legends,
the occult and supernatural or Buddhist myths. Already by the early 1930s the now
flourishing Burmese film industry seemed to be catching up with the rest of the
region in terms of technical advancement and know-how as the first Burmese talkie
produced in Bombay, It Can’t Be Paid With Money (Toke Kyi) was shown in 1932
(Aung Zaw 2004).
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The 1920s and 1930s saw the steady rise of anti-colonialist sentiments and
nationalism in the Burmese population, headed by the growing Burmese middle class
and intellectuals, where Burmese culture in terms of language, clothing, and
Buddhist beliefs became a sign of inferiority under colonial rule and the
westernization of the culture prevailing in the period. The second-rating of the
Burmese became increasingly apparent and intolerable for many Burmese who found
themselves marginalized in a societal hierarchy where social, political and economic
capital were controlled by the British and other expatriate groups like the Indians
dominating the higher positions in society related to commerce and colonial
administration. As a result, local Burmese people began to organize themselves in
community groups and student associations of both religious (Buddhist) and political
observance with the goal of preserving Burmese traditions and advocating for greater
influence of ethnic Burmese in the rule of the colony (Charney 2009).
The tensions arising from Burmese activism began to be reflected in what
can be described as the emergence of a politicized cinema with nationalist under- and
overtones that introduced new storylines to the audience dealing with social and
political realities such as gambling, drinking and corruption. In an environment of
rising public discontent, censorship became a vital instrument for the British colonial
authorities to undermine the rising national residence. However, by the beginning of
the 1930s censorship had already been in use for more than a decade and had at this
point become an integrated part of regulatory measures, as was the case in many of
the territories of the British empire in Asia, for example in Hong Kong, where they
were used by colonial authorities to undermine any form of public content seen to be
in opposition or damaging to the British rule in Burma13.
Film Censorship under Colonial Rule
Media censorship was introduced in Burma in the mid 1910s as part of the larger
legislative development within the British Empire and thus implemented as part of a
range of guidelines already in place in the British administration in India. In her
article The Self-Censorship Censor – Censorship in Burma under the British, 19001939 (2003) Emma Larkin gives us a rare insight into the emergence and early
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  For more on censorship in colonial Hong Kong see Yau 2015.	
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practices of censorship in Burma and what follows in this section on early film
censorship development is based on her work. As Larkin explains, the British
censorship was far-reaching, highly malleable and context sensitive:
There was no clear-cut policy; rather, legislation evolved on a
localized basis as and when political upheavals, issues of
censorship, or new media arose. A Dramatic Performance
Act was formulated in 1876, a Book and Publications Act in
1898, a Press Act in 1910 and a Cinematographic Act in
1918. The legislative arsenal was impressive. All publishers
had to be registered with the government, identify their
authorship on each published item, and submit copies in
duplicate for inspection. Because Burma took its lead form
the rest of India, there was already a substantial black-list of
proscribed items from India. This ever-growing list included
books – such as the Karma Sutra and Mein Kampf – and
films, all of which had to be pre-censored before exhibition.
(Larkin 2003, 65).
Film attracted attention from the colonial regime before the Cinematographic Act of
1918 was implemented. Indeed, the British authorities in Burma began to enforce
censorship on films in the mid-1910s as they were becoming increasingly aware of
what they saw as the possibly damaging effects that immoral portrayals could have
on local cinemagoers (Ibid., 74-75). Interestingly, the initiation of film censorship in
Burma targeted imported western productions, and, in particular, American films.
With their entertainment- oriented stories focusing on adventures, crime, and sex
these films were seen as lacking proper moral standards and as they presented white
and English speaking characters indulging in a variety of unlawful and promiscuous
activities, the authorities saw them as a potential threat to the self-proclaimed moral
superiority of the British and thus as compromising to their reputation and status as
colonial rulers. As a result, the government in Burma began to instigate censorship
on film basing it on existing legislative measures in the form of a gagging act related
to pwe, a traditional form of Burmese dance and drama entertainment, which allowed
the authorities to ban any form of public entertainment. The Deputy Commissioner
of a district conducted the actual process of censorship, which in the case of the
capital was the Commissioner of the Police in Rangoon. In some cases films were
censored without being reviewed since photos and texts in promotional materials
could be enough to trigger the censor’s fears of inappropriate content.
	
  
172	
  

	
  
Despite the continuous protests from American and British distributors with
regard to censorship pertaining to the English language films, the authorities seem to
have been very consistent and vigilant in their control of the type of film content
reaching the local cinema screenings. As a matter of fact, the control of cinemas in
Burma was considered the strictest within the realm of British India. With the
introduction of the Cinematographic Act in 1918 official censorship policies were
further systematized and institutionalized in the territory where self-ruling film
censorship boards were set up in the major capitals and centers for film production
within the British Indian empire including, Bombay, Calcutta, Madras, and Rangoon.
The censor board in Rangoon consisted of eight members: “the Commissioner of
Police (as president), the Assistant Commissioner of Police, three Burmese men, a
Burmese woman, a military man and a European medical man”, who met once every
week “to scrutinize the flow of cinema into Burma” and review films, which had to
be examined and approved by at least two members initially, and, if doubts
prevailed, by the entire board (Ibid.). The censor board followed a range of
censorship guidelines stipulating a range of conditions that films had to meet to
receive the pre-screening certificate that was needed for them to be exhibited in
cinemas (besides cinemas also needed a license to run). The rules were loosely based
on the guidelines of the British Board of film censors but were in practice interpreted
according to the personal tastes of the presiding censorship members and included
the following screen prohibitions: “unnecessary exhibition of feminine
underclothing”, “excessively passionate love scenes”, “bathing scenes passing the
limit of propriety”, “references to controversial politics”, “scenes in which Indian or
British officers were seen in ‘an odious light’”, or content that might be judged to
“disrepute the British prestige in the Empire” (ibid., 76). In addition, as Larkin
further notes, humor was scrutinized since it was considered to have the ability to
misrepresent and subvert respect for traditional figures and (colonial) authorities.
As the list of censorship board members mentioned above suggests, local
Burmese representatives made up at least half of the board, and were thus very much
part of the censorship exercise. In fact, the Burmese board members, along with local
interest groups, such as women’s associations and religious societies, played an
active role in lobbying for the censoring of film content perceived as offensive and
this did not only involve western content. One such example was an Indian film, The
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Life of Buddha, which was banned from exhibition as a result of its human depiction
of Buddha. Overall, any sign of attempts to cast into doubt the status of the British
and their rule were put under review and this practice encompassed the opinions of
an intricate landscape of social interest groups within Burmese society, from the
British colonial rulers, over the large Indian population in the country working in the
British administration, to local Burmese civil society groups.
Censorship in this initial period of Burmese cinema seems to have been mostly nondiscriminatory when it came to the origin of the content and instead keenly focused
on different aspects of the cinematic content, whether in terms of themes, stories or
characters being portrayed. Nevertheless, as the 1930s increasingly became the
decade of struggle for Burmese independence, fuelled by, among other things,
student activism, the censors turned their attention towards local filmmakers who
started to reflect themes of social injustice and nationalist sentiments. Among the
most prominent exponents of this trend was the founder of Parrot Film Company, U
Sunny, who is regarded as the father of political cinema in Burma and his work as
director and producer covers 92 films made in the period between 1931 and 1957
(Arkar Moe 2009). Much of his popularity when he started out in the early 1930s
was based on his ability and courage to take up socially and politically controversial
issues in his films, mainly to the disapproval of the censors who banned many of his
productions. Allegedly, U Sunny was well aware of the popularity and
propagandistic potential of mass outreach that cinema presented and deliberately saw
the film medium as a tool to challenge and subvert the British colonial rule in Burma.
His first production made sometime in the early 1930s, 36 Animals (U Sunny), deals
with police corruption and gambling and it was banned by the authorities but
nevertheless became a success with the local audiences through unauthorized
screening venues. Hereafter, he would go on to produce a series of highly politicized
films catering to the rising sentiments of anti-colonialism and calls for independence.
Among the best-known titles produced by Parrot films are Our Peacock Flag (1936),
Flag Hill, Leader Aung Kyaw, Oil Field, Baton, Master (1938), and Female Fighter
(1940), all of which depicted stories of resistance to British colonial rule and
celebrated different individuals and groups in society who dedicated their lives to the
cause. For example, Leader Aung Kyaw tells the story of student leader and
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independence activist Aung Kyaw whom the police killed during the student uprising
in the late 1930s, while Master and Female Fighter showcase and honor the Burmese
women who dedicated themselves to the struggle for independence. Many of these
films were of course highly controversial on account of their storylines and messages
that directly challenged the British rule. Some even made explicit use of anti-colonial
symbolism in their titles as in the case of Our Peacock Flag with its reference to the
peacock, a national symbol for the Burmese or Baton with its reference to the police
baton and insinuating police brutality. As a consequence, these films were either
banned all together, as in the case of Our Peacock Flag and Master, or reedited and
renamed where parts deemed objectionable by the censors were cut out as in the case
of Baton, which was only released for screening after the opening credit sequence
with bloody letters showing the title was altered and the film renamed Noble
Standards (Arkar Moe, 2009).
U Sunny was not the only director and producer tapping into the growing
feelings of resentment towards British rule. Other production companies like the
hugely successful Myanma Ashewe (aka A1 studio - formerly British Film Company
studio), at that time referred to as Burma’s Hollywood due to their large 30-acre
studio facilities, also ventured into the field of politicized filmmaking. Among the
examples from A1 Studio is a documentary depicting the 1938 general strike led by
the All Burma Students Union and their leader Thakin Ba Hein, which became an
important turning point in the struggle for independence. Another and very
controversial example was the 1937 The Triumph at Thapyay written and directed by
U Tin Maung. The film portrays the humiliating exiling of the last Burmese
monarch, Thibaw, who was sent to India by the British in late 1885 after they
annexed the last part of the Burmese territory following their victory in the third and
final Anglo-Burmese war (Myint U 2001). The film was initially approved by the
authorities and released nationwide but after screenings of the film in a district north
of Rangoon resulted in unrest the censorship authorities decided to withdraw the film
and it was not released for public viewing again (Ferguson 2012a). The close ties
between the political agenda of anti-colonialism and cinema in the 1930s was further
underlined by the fact that nationalist activists who would later become prominent
political leaders, including university students like U Nu and Aung San, used
filmmaking to further their cause. For example, U Nu co-directed the political
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documentary Boycotta in 1937. Allowed by the censors to be shown, the film
featured a range of student activist leaders, including Aung San and Htun Ohn.
As the above examples indicate, filmmaking became a key tool in the
struggle for national independence of the Burmese in the 1930s, with a thriving
industry and its filmmakers taking advantage of the mass appeal of cinema to fight a
political battle, which was confronted by the colonial authorities who to varying
degrees tried to oppose it. The mode of politicized cinema played a central role in the
film culture of the 1930s. Indeed, it demonstrated how important socio-political
circumstances fuelled the motivation and creativity of the members of the emerging
film industry, who capitalized on the public mood and spirit of the time despite
censorship constraints. Meanwhile, it is worth remembering that politicized
filmmaking was only one part of a larger audio-visual entertainment industry under
development. Besides the continued popularity of historical films and dramas
steeped in local tradition, the 1930s also saw the emergence of new artistic and
technical developments including the introduction of more action-oriented films
introducing forays into Burmese filmmaking, the production of the first short
animations (in Bombay) and the further advancement in sound cinema when Aung
Thapyay was released in 1935 as the first Burmese film produced with a recorded
sound track.
As the foregoing account suggests, the initial period of the development of
the film industry in Myanmar saw the successful establishment of a locally-rooted
film industry operating at the intersection between commercial entertainment, social
and political activism and pressures from colonial censorship. Unfortunately, the
initiation of the Second World War and the Japanese invasion of Burma in 1942
would bring the local film industry to its knees, as much of the film industrial
infrastructure, particularly cinema halls, was bombed (Aung Zaw 2004, Mudditt
2013). Local filmmaking was halted and some filmmakers turned to the production
of stage dramas while others joined the fight for independence until after the war
when Burma would emerge from the rubbles of the war as an independent country.
The Formation of a Sovereign State and the Golden Era of Burmese Cinema
Though the local film industry in Burma would experience a considerable setback as
a result of the Second World War the industry and its practitioners would
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nevertheless emerge from the ashes of the war torn country and initiate a period of
commercial and artistic development now considered the golden era of Burmese
cinema. This development within the film sector was closely tied up with the
formation of an independent Burma in the aftermath of the war and the ambitions of
the new political regime to bolster national unity and economical development
within an ethnically diverse state. In the aftermath of the defeat of the Nazi-regime
and its Japanese allies, who had fought the British for the control over Burma,
General Aung San negotiated national independence with the British and national
unity with the ethnic groups, which was achieved in 1948. In the interim, when
Burmese filmmakers in 1946 wanted to reassume their activities they experienced
the negative consequences of the war when they wanted to initiate new productions.
One central problem was shortage of film stock, which was a direct effect of the war
and the fact that filmmakers had tried to save whatever film stock they had by
preserving it in holes in the ground. Unfortunately, the conditions, in terms of
temperature and humidity, were far from optimal and led to the deterioration of the
emulsion and thus the quality of the stock when it was used for filming (Mudditt
2013). Despite the challenges of restarting film production in the years following the
war, a range of new film sector initiatives in this period played a pivotal role in the
successful development of the Burmese film industry going into the 1950s. The first
indication that cinema would reemerge as an important cultural industry in Burma
after the war was the establishment in 1946 of two organizations overseeing the
Burmese film industry. One was the governmental Board of Film Censors and the
other the Motion Picture Organization (The Myanmar Naign Ngan Motiong Picture
and Theatrical Asiayone), a non-governmental initiative working on behalf of the
interests of the local filmmaking community. In addition, 1947 saw the belated
celebration of the twenty-fifth anniversary of Burmese filmmaking. British officials
attended the celebration and, more importantly, so did General Aung San, who
encouraged the Burmese filmmakers to serve their country through the art of
filmmaking, implying that the political establishment in Burma viewed cinema as an
integrated part of the efforts to establish a sovereign Burmese nation (Hamilton
2006).
The possibility of civilian actors forming an independent interest
organization provides indications of the more liberal socio-political ideas that would
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come to prevail during the 1950s. The political establishment, which emerged in the
form of the first independent Burmese government in 1948, further underlined the
national commitment to the development of the local film industry when the
government formed the organization Public Relation Film Service in June 1951 and
allocated a budget of four million kyat to the investment in new film equipment, a
budget of 1.2 million kyat of direct cash injection into production while also seeking
professional filmmaking assistance from international experts (Ferguson 2012a). In
November the same year the government created another agency, the Motion Picture
Scrutinizing committee, with the intention of supporting the qualitative development
of Burmese filmmaking and prescribing rules and regulation for the import and
screening of foreign films. With the establishment, the following year, of the Motion
Picture Academy Awards by the same committee we see the initial attempt by film
industry stakeholders, through government and filmmaker collaboration, to create a
more comprehensive institutional, organizational, and regulatory framework, one
specifically aimed at supporting the development of the locally-based film sector.
As a result of these initiatives, Indian experts came to Burma in the early
1950s and provided the filmmaking community with both technical and creative
assistance as well as much needed film stock allowing the transition to sound film to
be completed in 1957 (Lent 1990; Mudditt 2013). While only twenty films were
made in 1947 the numbers of film companies and films made increased throughout
the 1950s with the annual output fluctuating between 42 at its lowest in 1952 and 76
at it highest in 195414. The increase in productivity was stimulated by regulation that
mandated local cinemas to showcase national films at least sixty days per year, tax
incentives that reduced the entertainment tax on films and the fact that cinema
owners began to offer film studios productions advances (Lent 1990; Ferguson
2012a).
The regulatory initiatives and organizational development in the years
following independence played a key role in revitalizing the Burmese film sector
where many entrepreneurial people saw business opportunities in filmmaking in a
period characterized by a high degree of democratic and regulated market
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  ”Number of Films from 1950 to 2000”. Statistical data shared with author in relation to
correspondence. Swe Zin Htaik. 2014.
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development in Burma. The political establishment’s interest in and support of the
film industry is further underscored by the fact that the leader of the largest political
party of the 1950s, the Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom League, and two time prime
minister in this period, U Nu wrote a film script called The People Win Through in
1953. Supporting human rights and strongly anti-communist in its thrust, the film
was picked up and produced by the Burmese film studio Cascade Pictures California
(Mudditt 2013). The political interest in filmmaking simultaneously signals the
continuation of a perception of the film medium as an important instrument of
propaganda in Myanmar. While the politicization of cinema in the prewar period was
closely related to the struggle for national independence promulgated by local
filmmakers against the colonial regime, the trend was reversed in the postwar period
where filmmaking was mobilized by the government to incite feelings of national
unity and solidarity among the diverse groups of political and ethnic communities
existing in the newly established Burmese state. Economic development was a reality
in the 1950s but it occurred within a fragile and unstable socio-political environment
where the central government continuously had to fight to keep control of different
regions of the countries inhabited by various ethnic minorities who did not feel either
socio-politically represented or aligned with the major ethnic Burmese group now
controlling the country. As a result, a subgenre of the political cinema emerged, what
can be characterized as the military-nationalist film, with the goal of reinforcing
national unity among all people, including the different ethnic groups. Through a
unique formal and stylistic mix that incorporated Buddhist spirituality and
worldviews with socialist style realism, particularly in terms of glorifying the
peasantry and anti-fascist discourses, the military-nationalist films tried to spread
patriotic sentiments across the ethnic divides and propagandized the Burmese
military, known as the Tatmadaw, as the main force behind the newfound
independence and national sovereignty of the Burmese state (Ferguson 2012b).
The military-nationalist films were only one among a range of genres in the
commercial film market of the 1950s, which saw a flourishing of romantic
melodramas, historical films, thrillers and films dealing with the supernatural and
occult as seen in the prewar period. The Burmese star system developed in this
period and even actors from neighboring countries like India and Thailand would
come to participate in Burmese productions (Mudditt 2013), while Burmese
	
  

179	
  

	
  
productions would get a chance to be exported to other countries; in particular, some
of the military-nationalist films that appealed to the political atmosphere in the
Soviet Union and China at the time. Overall the Burmese film sector flourished in
this period within an environment characterized by a lower level of direct
governmental censorship of the cinematic output and even though a measure of
censorship was reintroduced in the late 1950 when a national censorship board was
established this would have little effect on the production output as the enforcement
of censorship continued to be benign. This situation was however soon to change as
the unstable political environment in the early 1960s led to a coup d’état that brought
down the civilian and democratically elected government, which had been struggling
for the past decade to keep the country from falling a part. As a result, a military-led
and socialist-inspired government took charge of the country.
The Film Industry under Military Rule
General Ne Win led the coup by the Tatmadaw that replaced the civilian government
with military rule in 1962. The takeover was prompted by the military’s fear of a
collapse of the Burmese state as a result of the rising tension between the state and
some of the seven sub-national regions (Chin, Kachin, Kayah, Shan Kayin, Mon,
Rakhine and Shan) inhabited by ethnic minority groups. Some of these minority
groups were now considering leaving the Union under an option in the civilian
constitution of 1947 reached through negotiations led by General Aung San and it
was this fear of national dissolution that prompted the military to intervene.
Moreover, the Tatmadaw had already rehearsed the practice of state governance as a
so-called ‘caretaker’ government in a period of eighteen months from 1958-1960
when internal political fragmentation and disputes called for an intervention to avoid
civil war (Steinberg 2010). As a result, a new political regime, known as the
Revolutionary Council led by General Ne Win came to power in 1962, and the
country now embarked on a new path of socio-economical and political
development. The Revolutionary Council under the leadership of Ne Win was
influenced by the success of communism in the Asia-European region and the new
regime took the commitment to the socialist ideology to its logical conclusion when
it began to nationalize the economy and expropriate private assets such as companies
and land under the slogan “The Burmese Way to Socialism”. The ideological shift
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and the initiation of far-reaching political and economic reforms would affect all
areas of society.
The nationalization of the Burmese economy and private sector also meant
the nationalization of the still vibrant film industry. In 1962 the film industry peaked
with an estimated output of ninety-three productions screened in 442 cinemas across
the country and the new regime was eager to capitalize on the popularity of film and
to let the medium carry forth a vision for national development and unity (Ferguson
2012a). Initially, the military regime wanted to control the entire industry and looked
to the institutional framework and practices of its authoritarian counterparts in China
for inspiration regarding how the state could effectively control all areas of the film
industry, from pre-production to the exhibition of film. However, the regime’s first
production turned out to be a huge commercial fiasco and as a result, filmmaking, or
to be more precise, the creation of film scripts and productions were left to be
handled by the already established and experienced film studios and their
filmmakers. Instead, the regime found other ways of controlling the industry. This
was predominantly done by reorganizing and expanding the institutional,
organizational and regulatory framework, which changed the relation and power
between the film industry stakeholders.
Initially, in July 1962, the new regime ordered the local film industry to stop
producing and importing any type of cinematic content that could be considered in
opposition to the “unity, character, or morale of the population” (Charney 2009,
114). Controlling the locally-based film industries has throughout the history of
cinema been seen as a highly effective way for authoritarian regimes to influence, if
not control, the minds of its subjects. The Burmese case is no exception and, the
main aim of reorganizing and bringing the film industry under state patronage was
part of the attempt to direct and thus control the social discourses in the public sphere
represented through films. The purpose statement addressed to the industry was
followed up later the same year by new legislative measures in the shape of a Union
of Burma Motion Picture Law (of 1962) that transferred more regulatory power over
the industry to the Ministry of Information through the establishment of a new state
controlled Film Censor Board and Film Promotion Committee under the department
of Motion Picture Corporation now dealing with all aspects of the national film
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industry15. The Film Censor Board was in charge of censoring both local and foreign
cinematic content meant for public and private exhibition with the objective of
stopping any content from being shown that in the eyes of the regime could be
regarded as foreign propaganda or as jeopardizing national cohesion. As a result of
the new censorship practices, the board would in 1964 reject and ban 97 out of 171
scripts submitted (Ibid., 115). In addition, all film studios now had to receive
permission and a license to operate from the regime, which led to a decrease in the
number of film companies (Lent 1990, 222). The Film Promotion Committee on the
other hand, would be in charge of distribution of theatrical releases, both domestic
and foreign, and more importantly controlling the import of raw film stock to the
country and hence the distribution of celluloid to the filmmaking community. In
addition, as part of the attempt to strengthen the domestic film industry against
foreign competition, imported films were officially no longer either dubbed or
subtitled so as to give local productions a clear advantage among the largely illiterate
Burmese audience (Charney 2009, 115). This strategy would, of course, very
conveniently remove most of the foreign influence on the local audience coming
from cinematic content and thus represented a very effective tool for controlling
cinematic discourses. Additionally, the non-governmental organization, the Motion
Picture Organization, was renamed the Film Council by the regime and now had to
work closely with the Motion Picture Corporation with the task of facilitating the
contact and collaboration between the film industry and the relevant government
agencies. In reality both of the organizations would work on behalf of the military
regime with the intention of closely monitoring and regulating the activities of
filmmakers, from directors and scriptwriters over producers to actors, thus making
sure that all filmmaking would be in line with the regulations and guidelines laid out
by the regime. In 1965, the regime made it clear that it saw the film industry as a key
component in the effort to implement a Burmese conception of socialism. A range of
film industry guidelines were introduced, which explained that:
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  The same year the Printers and Publishers Registration Law was enacted covering the rest of the
Burmese media making it de facto impossible for any individuals, groups, or organizations to print
and publish anything in public without prior approval from the censorship authorities. This law would
also affect the film industry in the sense that the authorities were also censoring magazines and
periodicals that dealt with cinema.	
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[P]lots should be up to date and correspond to contemporary
life; costumes should be appropriate to the character being
depicted; raw materials should not be wasted (because they
had to be imported and thus paid for with foreign exchange);
titles should be appropriate to the theme of the film and not
antagonize members of different ethnic groups; and Western
music in films should preferably be replaced with indigenous
music, or at least be selected with greater care. Films should
be original, but not incompatible with the Council’s policies
and should not portray the Armed Forces irresponsibly.
(Ibid.)
Much as in the case of the regulatory framework and practice of censorship in the
prewar colonial area, the guidelines and rules laid out were sufficiently broad in
scope to allow the censorship authorities to reject or ban any story that did not satisfy
the political agenda of the regime. No explicitly stated check list or comprehensive
guidelines existed, however, a range of unwritten and somewhat random rules was
picked up by Burmese filmmakers through a form of trial and error that made it clear
to practitioners what things the regime would tolerate on the big screen and what not.
Most of the do’s and don’ts had to be adapted by filmmakers who wanted a future in
the business. The rules included the need always to depict the national armed forces
in a favorable way; to avoid stories dealing with supernatural events or beings; to
avoid the use of Western clothing (especially tight pants); to avoid the depiction of
characters smoking and drinking at the same time (though allowed separately), not
showing drunken female characters engaging male characters in a flirtatious way;
and to avoid depicting people living in bamboo huts (since this could be interpreted
as poverty). The overtly non-transparent process of the censorship practice is
exemplified by an anecdote from Burmese director Myo Zaw Aung, who in a 1960s
biographical picture portraying a renowned Burmese writer used special effects to
show his main character whither and die. Unfortunately, the censors did not like
special effects, which they argued were too scary for the audience. The scene was
immediately cut without the censors even having watched the whole film (Magnier
2013). Lastly, a key component of the regime’s indirect takeover of the film industry
was the initiation of the nationalization of exhibition venues in the country. This
meant that people who had build up a private business as cinema exhibitors were
deprive of their exhibition venues without receiving any compensation, expropriated
by the regime, in the name of the Burmese way of Socialism. The task was
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completed in July 1969 when all privately owned cinema halls were transferred to
state ownership and all theatres given Burmese names.
By the end of the 1960s the military regime, still under the leadership of
General Ne Win, had effectively transformed the institutional, organizational and
regulatory framework of the film industry in ways that would deeply affect both the
creative and commercial aspects of filmmaking. As mentioned above the regime
would leave the production of films to the filmmakers and instead exercise its control
over the industry and its output through rigid guidelines and a cumbersome
censorship system that all filmmaking in the country was subjected to. Ferguson
describes the process of censorship as it relates to the process of a film production as
follows:
[W]hen a director wanted to make a film, he or she had to
submit a script to the censor board for approval. Upon
receiving approval, then, the director was allowed to buy
25,000 to 30,000 feet of unexposed film, which would end up
as a 10,000-foot feature film (Fink 2001: 198). The film itself
would return to the censors for final approval (though they
could reserve the right to pull movies from the cinemas if
they proved controversial). In addition to the censor approval
process being expensive and painstaking, the actual criteria
the censors used to judge film content were nebulous.
(Ferguson 2012a, 33)
As a result of this cumbersome process of approval, unpredictability in the
censorship system, and the fact that film production costs had increased significantly
during the 1950s, not least as a result of the development of the star system,
filmmaking became a high-risk endeavor, which was further problematized by two
additional constraints. The first constraint being that when a film was approved, only
four positive prints were allowed to be made and distributed around the country, with
the screening duration limited to three years. Secondly, the box office earnings were
subjected to a forty per cent entertainment tax and producers were in addition
obliged to pay fixed rental fees to the cinema halls. These economic constraints,
along with the fact that corruption was an integrated part of the business (evident in
the common practice of filmmakers bribing regime officials at different stages of
film production, distribution or exhibition, to ensure that their productions were
given a green light) indicate the severe difficulties for producers to recuperate
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production investments. Overall, the creative and economic constraints and
restrictions poignantly illustrate that the Burmese film industry had entered a new
operational framework, which was creating an increasingly inhibiting environment
for the local film milieu.
However, despite the fact that the military regime began to tighten its grip
on the film industry early on, the development of the artistic and technical quality as
well as the popularity of Burmese filmmaking is perceived to have continued into the
1970s (Mudditt 2013). Four context- specific factors, some touched upon above, can
be said to have contributed to this situation. First of all, since the different control
mechanisms were implemented and institutionalized gradually, some leeway still
existed for the filmmakers to continue their creative practices established during the
former decades. Moreover, the now highly successful filmmaking community was
reluctant to change its practices and turned to the practice of using so-called tea
money, i.e. bribes, as a method to make regime officials approve their projects or
look the other way when needed. Thirdly the restriction on foreign film imports
made foreign content more or less inaccessible to the majority of the local audience
as a result of a ban on subtitling and dubbing. These were prominent factors enabling
Burmese films to dominate the local cinemas. To this we can add a fourth
development, which, at least by the second half of the 1970s, was influencing the
average production output. Since corruption was rampant, people who had earned
money through illegal activities saw the film industry as a way of money laundering
their illegally acquired assets, the result being a continued high annual production
output shaped by dubious practices. Needless to say, the combination of the
development of the regime’s censorship regulations and the strict monitoring of the
filmmaking community in the 1960s, coinciding with the transition to the politics of
a planned economy and increased isolation from international interacting, would in
the 1970s begin to show a negative effect on the local film industry.
The negative effect was a result of the raise in the price of raw film stock
and further intensified by increasing salary demands of film stars who, on account of
their popularity among the Burmese audience, were a decisive factor in guaranteeing
the financial successful of films at the box office (Lent 1990). Moreover, in the
1970s the ruling military regime transformed itself into a one-party socialist civilian
government under the leadership of the Burma Socialist Program Party (BSPP), with
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the intent of solidifying their power and further reinforcing the Burmese way of
socialism (Charney 2009, 134-135). The government department The Motion Picture
Corporation was renamed The Motion Picture Enterprise in 1970 and the pressure on
filmmakers to march to the tunes of the socialist agenda was reinforced. In 1975 the
Film Council, representing the filmmaking community, collapsed as a result of
internal disagreements and it was replaced with a new organization, the Motion
Picture Council Organization Committee (MPCOC) in 1977. The new organization
was formed with the help of the government, which would enable an even tighter
control of the film industry. On the positive side, the MPCOC was put in charge of
dealing with some of the major problems in the industry. One central problem was
the high salaries demanded by the most popular film stars, which would increase the
production budget while subsequently decreasing or even erasing the potential
earnings from the box-office. The solution presented by the MPCOC was to enhance
the talent poll and an actor and director workshop was conducted in 1979. Until this
point, the education and training of film practitioners had been based on the practice
of apprenticeships in the film industry and this kind of workshop was a new
initiative, and one that was considered successful enough to be repeated again in
1985 (Lent 1990).
Following mostly cosmetic reforms of the political system and the creation
of a new constitution in 1974, new guidelines for all media were issued by the
government in July 1975. In the guidelines eleven points stipulated the need of media
to avoid dealing with issues seen as being contrary to “the socialist ideology, state,
party, government, national unity, morality or culture as well as those deemed
inappropriate, crass, violent or libelous” (Tin Maung Maung Than 2002, 145). The
effect of the strict censorship was the reinforcement of a regime of self-censorship
across all media in Burma. In the film industry the filmmakers’ adaption to the
censorship restrictions and constraints from the 1960s onward meant that historical
films became a rarity, since films dealing with historical topics were deemed
incompatible with the socialist agenda (much like in other communist states).
Meanwhile, the melodramatic genre, known as the love triangle films, became
increasingly popular in the 1960s and 1970s featuring some of the most popular film
stars of the time such as the actor and singer Win Oo and Zaw Win and actresses like
Khin Than Nu, San San Aye and Swe Zin Htike. This type of Burmese melodrama
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focusing on interpersonal conflicts, jealousy, and strife between the main characters
would follow a thematic pattern of “repentance, forgiveness, or resolution of strife
before the death of the protagonist” while incorporating Burmese symbolism and
traditions in the style of the plot (Ferguson 2012a, 35). At the same time, the
production and screening of love triangle films, on account of their topic, had the
fortunate tendency of receiving easy approval from the censorship board, making it a
highly popular genre for filmmakers to produce while also being popular with the
audience. The love triangle film, or at least an early variation of the genre, was
already highly popular in the 1950s where in 1953 Treasure-trove (1953) won the
academy award for best film and best actor. The film tells the story of the young high
society lady Khin Sein Kyi (Kyi Kyi Htay) who after her father’s death gets married
to a childhood friend, the honest and good-hearted lawyer U Tun Myat (Maung Tin
Maung). Even though their marriage is happy and they have three children, Khin
Sein Kyi is haunted by the fear of her husband leaving her for another woman.
Unfortunately, the womanizing scoundrel Thet Nyunt who has fallen for the
beautiful Khin nurtures her unjustified fear and speculations. He convinces Khin to
leave her husband and children only to end up alone with a baby, abandoned by the
unfaithful and unscrupulous Thet Nyunt. One night while asleep her house catches
fire and Khin barely survives disfigured and childless. After this incident she decides
to start her life anew and she takes a new identity as a private teacher letting the
public believe that she has perished in the fire. She is able to live happily this way
until one day, a twist of fate brings her back to her former home, when she is hired as
a private teacher of her own children. No one in the house, neither her children, her
ex-husband or the staff is able to recognize her but when her oldest son falls sick and
dies her cover-up falls to pieces. In the final scene of the film Khin, now terminally
ill, reunites with her ex-husband, U Tun Myat, on her deathbed and after deeply
repenting her choice of leaving him, their mutual love is reaffirmed, allowing Khin
to take her last breath in the arms of her beloved one.
As this plotline suggests the film revolves around a series of dramatic
turning points that, through their resolution dramatic tension, correspond well with
the model suggested above. The formula of melodrama has turned out to be an
incredibly stable genre in the Burmese film culture and it seems reasonable to
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suggest that this is, at least partially, a result of the institutional constraints put on
filmmakers.
In the 1970s the Burmese film industry was still very much alive and the country still
had around 400 cinemas. Some of them were in Rangoon and among the most
luxurious in Southeast Asia, featuring air-conditioning and large comfortable sofa
sittings (Hamilton 2006). However, the overall economic development of the country
since the takeover of the military regime with its strategy of planned economy was
starting to take its toll on the national business environment and economic growth.
The beginning downturn in the productivity of the film industry in the mid-1980s
was expressed in s fifty per cent decrease in production output between 1986 (86
releases) and 1987 (40 releases16) and outputs continuing to drop the following years.
The negative trend can be seen as a direct, however, delayed, effect of the sweeping
economic and political reforms that occurred under the military regime in the 1960s
and 1970s, which would continue until the regime was overthrown by a civilian
uprising in 1988. While the downfall of the BBSP in 1988 and the transition to a new
military-led regime in the 1990s presents itself as a natural breaking point in the
periodization of the development of the Burmese film culture, I want in the following
section to argue that an unmistakable new and crucial development occurred in the
1980s, one representing a fundamental transformation of the film industry in Burma.
The development that I am referring to is specifically related to the emergence of
new forms of production, distribution and exhibition, which was facilitated by the
existence of an informal economy in Burma and based on the introduction of the
video production format. This new technology and its application from the early
1980s onwards deeply affected the development of the heavily constrained locallybased film industry and, as such, early1980s presents itself as useful breaking point,
allowing us to situate this crucial development and its transitional importance for the
future development of the film sector. Moreover, the emergence of a local video film
industry in the 1980s continues to this day and thus it has direct implications for the
film culture in Myanmar today. This means that positioning the emergence of this
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  ”Number of Films from 1950 to 2000”. Statistical data shared with author in relation to online
correspondence. Swe Zin Htaik. 2015.

	
  
	
  

188	
  

	
  
new technology and its effect on filmmaking as well as the development of new
practices of film circulation, exhibition, and consumption is paramount for our
understanding of the current situation as well as the prospect of a viable development
of the Burmese film sector.
The Shadow Economy, the Video Industry, and the Film Industry Downturn
Little is written about the development of the video industry in the 1980s and
onwards and for good reason. The emergence of the video format in Myanmar is
closely related to the beginning negative effects of the isolationist policies and
economic strategies under the military-socialist regime in the 1960s and 1970s,
continuing into the 1980s. The general mismanagement of the official Burmese
economy led to the development of a shadow economy, already appearing around
1967, which would facilitate the emergence of the video industry. The black market
economy, known in Burmese as hmaung-kho, literally translated to take refuge in the
dark, would emerge as a result of the regime’s control and manipulation of the prices
on raw materials such as rice and oil, their inefficient management of the public
distribution system of goods, and the downturn in exports as well as restrictions on
imports (Myat Thein 2004, 55). For example, the state would set the price of rice that
it was buying from farmers at twenty five percent below the free market price thus
encouraging the farmers to decrease their sales to the state and instead stock their
supply, leading to an imbalance between demand and supply (Charney 2009, 136137). This imbalance created a shortage in essential commodities that along with the
inefficiency of the official distribution of goods would subsequently lead to the
development of a black market. In fact, two types of black markets evolved, one
based on the re-distribution of domestic goods, the other on contraband, i.e.
consumer goods illegally smuggled across the border and into the country.
The development of the black markets became an essential part of the
Burmese economy where many local Burmese were dependent on informal trade to
secure their livelihoods. The official stance of the government was to fight
smuggling but since the regime’s leaders, government officials and party members
all stood to gain from the informal economy through special access to commodities
on the black market (through a dubious affiliation with black market business men)
as well as confiscated goods seized by the customs department, government
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campaigns were never really effective. Moreover, it is estimated that the informal
economy was somewhere between fifty per cent of, and two to three times larger
than the official economy in the country during the 1970-1980s and even though the
estimates are uncertain, it is a fact that the overall economic development became
increasingly dependent on trade in the informal economy (Myat Thein 2004).
The illegal trade based on smuggled goods that were brought in via
neighboring countries or via sea routes would provide the initial starting point for the
video industry, as control of the black markets was almost unrestricted as opposed to
the situation in the established film industry and the rest of the media sector. In the
early 1980s pirated videotapes (VHS) mostly smuggled in from Thailand, Singapore
and Malaysia started to circulate in the black market along with other electronic
equipment like the color television, video cassette recorder (VCR) and video
cameras, all of which became high in demand. While these consumer goods were
also sold on the official market it would nevertheless be the black market that would
satisfy the demands for television (ibid., 81). The emergence of the video format
connects with the establishment of television broadcasting in Myanmar in 1980. The
state controlled Myanmar Radio and Television department (MRTV) began to
broadcast in November 1980 but did not reach a large part of the population, as
television sets were too expensive for most ordinary people. On the other hand,
television sets combined with the VCR and a steady stream of illegally imported
videotapes and video films provided the basis for a new business, an illegal form of
video screenings known as the video parlor or video halls where the owner could
charge the audience (oftentimes located in private homes). This new audiovisual
exhibition culture would quickly develop, mirroring similar trends occurring in
neighboring countries like Thailand (and as we saw also in Mongolia in the 1990s).
Already in 1981 the capital of Rangoon had around fifteen to twenty of these illegal
video halls operating, with parlors also opening in other cities like Mandalay and
Mawlamyine (formerly Moulmein) (Lent 1990, 223). The government’s
implementation of a video law in 1985 that stipulated that all video businesses,
including filming, copying, distribution and hiring needed to be registered with the
authorities can be seen as an attempt by the regime to provide countermeasures to the
flourishing of this new industry. In addition, a Video Censorship Board was
established under the Film Censorship Board with the intention of trying to control
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the spread of this new audiovisual culture, which indicates that by the mid-1980s the
video industry had already reached a certain level of penetration acknowledged by
the government (Smith 1991, 56).
When it comes to video production it is difficult to pinpoint exactly when
these new types of production practices were initiated. However, with an exhibition
system in place and the possibility of easy copying (via CVR), the video industry
was able to challenge the film industry, at this point at least in terms of exhibition
and, as we will see, when the video camera is introduced in the early 1990s, also in
the area of production. Moreover, the conditions of the film industry during the
1980s continued to deteriorate under the severe constraints of government control
and the economic mismanagement that saw few investments in the updating of
equipment and infrastructure and only sporadic attempts at enhancing the technical
and creative skills of relevant practitioners. As a result cinemas were not maintained,
filmmakers had to continue to use old and outdated equipment whilst raw film stock
became an increasingly expensive commodity for the regime that had to purchase
stock from abroad with increasingly expensive foreign currency. While color film
stock had initially been introduced in the 1970s, films in the 1980s would continue to
be produced in black and white due to the high cost of color film and the lack of
investment in technical facilities to process and print color film (Lent 1990). On top
of this the regime continued to tighten its control over the filmmaking community –
sometimes to the point of absurdity.
A telling case is that of popular film actors, who the government to a certain
degree controlled, since they were all on the government pay roll. This meant that the
regime could force the actors to perform in advertisements and public affairs
messages as well as to figure on calendars and posters promoting the regime’s
agenda (Hamilton 2006). The government would even go as far as to dictate the
number of films actors should perform in, by announcing a decree in 1982 that
stipulated that actors had to work on three movies at the same time (Mudditt 2013).
The closed-door policy promulgated by the BSPP regime during its rule
would facilitate a socio-economic development that secured the continued existence
of the Burmese cinema despite the fact that the nationalized industry was heavily
censored and constrained. The government decrees would allow filmmakers to
deliver an annual output of locally-produced films, which would nevertheless shrink
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considerably by the late 1980s (Smith 1995). Undoubtedly, this was to a large degree
a result of the combination of severe censorship and the lack of investment in the
upgrading of both human and physical resources over a long period of time, which
now began to show its effects. With the introduction of color television set and the
video format a rival to the local film industry emerged, one facilitated by the black
market and the development of new informal exhibition practices in the form of
video parlors. The regime tried to fight off the development of these new exhibition
practices, not so much to defend the local film industry as to make sure that
unpatriotic values and ideas would not take root in the minds of the population
through the uncontrolled dissemination of foreign films. However, the government
was not able to stop the development as a result of rampant corruption and the dayto-day malpractice and inconsistency characterizing the regime’s governance. Not
surprisingly increasing social discontent spread among the Burmese as a result of the
poor state of the country, which by the 1980s was considered among the poorest in
the world. The frustrations culminated in a public uprising against the government in
1988, fuelled by university student demonstrations and led by liberal forces from a
broad spectrum of the society not least artists and filmmakers. The political outcome
saw the downfall of the Ne Win regime and the promise of democratic development
in the country. Unfortunately, instead of democracy, as promised by the Tatmadaw
who once again intervened in a public uprising, a new military rule emerged out of a
violent revolution now headed by the State Law and Order Restoration Council.
From Closed to Open Door Policy and the Rise of Video Filmmaking
Things did not change for the better for the Burmese film industry in the wake of the
regime transition. The new junta ruled by the State Law and Order Restoration
Council (SLORC) placed the country under martial law from 1988 to 1992. In this
period the regime cemented its rule by neutralizing the rising democratic opposition
in 1990 by overruling the result of the first democratic election held in thirty years,
which was won in a landslide victory by the National League of Democracy (NLD).
More specifically, the junta refused to cede its control and instead the military
arrested the opposition’s political leaders, including the rising democratic leader
Aung San Suu Kyi, daughter of Burmese national hero General Aung San. In a
related decisive maneuver, the military regime began to imprison other prominent
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democracy activists, among others the student leader Min Ko Naing, the popular film
actor and comedian Zargana, and the actor and chairman of the Film Society U Aung
Lwin. Hence, it seemed that little would change in the larger picture of the sociopolitical landscape. However, reforms were initiated after the new regime’s takeover.
On the one hand the regime changed its political agenda in terms of its approach to
economic development by slowly opening up the Burmese economy to foreign
investment but on the other hand it would continue to reinforce and tighten the
control over the media including both the film and video industry. State control of
the media was part of SLORC’s official agenda of promoting and securing what the
regime referred to as the three national causes: upholding national security, national
sovereignty, and the unification of the races. In the eye of the regime, the nationalist
agenda represented one of the main pretexts to legitimize any form of political
control of the media, despite the fact that the regime on the other hand began to
slowly initiate privatization of businesses and the industrial sector, allowing new
media outlets to open, as part of their economic reforms. Nonetheless, big
differences in the authorities’ approach to and control over the two related
audiovisual industries existed in the 1990s, making for two very different
development tendencies.
As described above, an industry focusing on the distribution and exhibition of video
content quickly developed in the early 1980s, facilitated by the black market. By the
early 1990s the country allegedly had around 400 video parlors spread across the
country, and with the apparent success of this local business model and the
authorities’ inability to control the spread, video production emerged as a new
opportunity, providing work for Burmese people exploring the creative potential and
business opportunities that this type of low-cost filmmaking yielded. The emergence
of local video filmmaking was a result of the convergence of several factors. First of
all, video productions were enabled by the introduction of cheap video cameras and
editing equipment, whether legally imported or illegally smuggled into the country.
The new technology allowed for a new way of production that did not rely on access
to the limited supply of State controlled film stock or studio facilities, making it
considerably cheaper and thus accessible to more people. In addition, video
productions could be managed by smaller crews, making the productions easier to
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handle logistically and hence faster and cheaper to finish, providing the possibility
for getting a high return on investment in the beckoning video parlor market or in the
video rental shops which would also emerge as a new distribution site. Compared to
the classical practice of feature film making in Myanmar where a film production,
including pre-production, production and postproduction, could take anywhere
between 6 months to a year, the filmmaking practices developing in the video
industry during the 1990s and into the 2000s saw the overall time spent on film
productions cut down, with an actual shooting period lasting on average twenty days
(Min Zin 2004) and in the case of very low budget video production between five to
seven days. Another very important factor that fuelled the initiation and spread of
video-based filmmaking was the fact that the censorship of video was considerably
less severe compared to traditional filmmaking. While the production of traditional
filmmaking continued to be closely monitored and censored from the initial stage of
scriptwriting to the final cut, video productions on the other hand only needed to
receive approval after production from the censorship board and reediting was faster
and comparatively easy in the case where censored content needed to be removed
(Smith 1995). In this sense video productions represented a new and comparatively
high degree of creative freedom not found in other media at the time, at least in terms
of filmmakers’ ability to determine the process of production more freely and to a
larger extent the content, as long as overtly political topics were omitted.
Nonetheless, self-censorship would also prevail in this new type of film
business, as producers were eager to explore the emerging exhibition market while
simultaneously avoiding interference from the authorities. Moreover, anyone
working in or wishing to work in the film industry knew very well, from decades of
systematic enforcement of censorship, what topics to avoid to be able to produce
films, and as such the video industry would focus mostly on producing entertainment
in the form of comedies and melodramas, reflecting what continued to be perceived
as popular among the local audience. The successful development of the video
industry in the 1990s was in many ways born out of the difficult situation
characterizing the circumstances engulfing the established film industry. As we have
seen, the military regime’s continued insistence on upholding the long lasting status
quo in the creative industry by controlling the work of key filmmaking practitioners
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like screenwriters, directors, and actors as well as the cinematic output through the
rigid censorship regime, was bringing the film industry to its knees.
If we zoom out, and look at the media sector in general the strategy of the
regime was to bring media (press, radio, television) under increased control from
1989 onwards as it tried to use all media outlets as vehicles for propaganda, trying to
justify the military takeover and rule of the country. One way the SLORC regime
tried to influence and control the creative media industry practitioners was by setting
up, funding and promoting a range of artists’ associations in an attempt to foster the
‘right’ kind of patriotic sentiment and practices among local artists like writers,
musicians, students, intellectuals and filmmakers (Smith 1995). In the case of the
film industry a reorganization of the already established institutions meant that the
Film Council was renamed as the Myanmar Motion Picture Organization
(reminiscent in name of its initial non-governmental predecessor) while the
government body overseeing the film industry along with the two censorship boards
continued under the Motion Picture Enterprise under the Ministry of Information. As
such the work of the Film and Video Censorship boards would continue to work with
increasing force informed by the slogan of ‘cultural revolution’ promoted by SLORC
in 1991, emphasizing the protection of national culture and Buddhist religion and the
demonizing of ‘decadent western ideas.’
The scope and agenda of the regime’s control of the film industry is evident
when we look closer at the new Motion Picture Law that the SLORC implemented in
1996 as a substitute for the former regime’s film law dating back to 1962. The first
thing worth noticing is the long gap between the two film laws. The lack of political
will to initiate reforms responding to the changing needs of the creative sector over
the years is yet another cause behind the decline in the film industry. The law of
1996 initially specifies three main objectives: The first relates to the modernizing of
the film industry by upgrading the “standard of the Myanmar Motion Picture
Business” and the promotion of “outstanding film artistes and film actors and
actresses.” Secondly, the film industry is charged with the task of instigating national
cohesion by proving “beneficial to the all-round development of the State and to the
preservation of Myanmar cultural heritage” and to “contribute towards the unity of
the national races and towards keeping alive and keen the sense of patriotism.”
Lastly, the law stipulates that the objective is “to prohibit decadent motion picture
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films which will undermine Myanmar culture and Myanmar traditions and customs.”
(State Law and Order Restoration Council 1996, Ch. II, 3-e).
These three broadly formulated aims of the film law reflect the tenets of the
regime’s general political agenda (mirroring that of the former regime) and although
the aims are formulated as proactive policies, the law does not go on directly to
specify any concrete measures or strategies with regard to meeting the stipulated
aims. Instead, based on the division of labor between the three main government
agencies under the Ministry of Information overseeing the film industry – the
Myanmar Motion Picture Enterprise (MMPE), the Motion Picture Censor Board
(MPCB), and the Assessment Board “for raising the standard of Myanmar motion
pictures” – the law goes on to lay out an extensive examination, license, and
certificate regime. The license rules stipulate the necessity of receiving government
approval for a film project at various stages of the filmmaking process, including the
initiation of production, filming, developing and printing, sound recording, editing,
distribution, and the importing and exporting of a film (Ibid., Ch. III). The MMPE is
in charge of the licensing of film projects, which also includes the licensing of the
right to exhibit films, while the MPCB is in charge of judging the content of film
scripts, finished films, and imports, and if deemed necessary demanding
modifications made before films are certified and thus granted the right to be
released. In addition, the law makes it clear that the government is in control of
determining what is to be considered as good Burmese filmmaking, through the
establishment of the Assessment Board. The board views all films screened annually
and determines “whether or not they are in conformity with the policy laid down, to
enable making of awards for outstanding Myanmar motion pictures” (Ibid., Ch. V,
22). The main point here is that the law does not in any way specify or provide
guidance to local filmmakers about what is perceived by the authorities to be
acceptable or impermissible filmmaking. Instead, as we have seen during the former
regime, the wording of the policy is sufficiently weak as to bestow almost absolute
power on the authorities over any filmmaking, content, and screening activities.
Moreover, the consequences of being subjected to punishment on account of the
wage rules could mean anything from being fined to getting a prison sentence, as has
been the case for some filmmakers.
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If we look at the Television and Video Law from the same year we can see
that the policy agenda closely corresponds to that of the Motion Picture Law. The
objectives are identical, licensing is needed for possessing television sets and video
equipment (which means private citizens) and people using video equipment for
commercial purposes, which means the production, taping, editing, copying,
distributing, hiring, and exhibiting of video (whether local or imported) need to apply
and pay a fee to be able legally to posses and use the relevant devices (Television
and Video Law 1996). As in the case of the film law, an organizational structure as a
subdivision under the Ministry of Information is formed to enforce the policies
stipulated in the law through respectively the Video Business Supervisory Central
Committee and the Video Censor Board, imparting the agencies with the same scope
and type of powers as corresponding agencies dealing with the film industry.
Interestingly, the Television and Video Law also stipulates the formation of regional
State or Divisional Video Business Supervisory Committees in the different states,
performing the duties otherwise bestowed on the central committee. This type of
decentralization of the otherwise highly centralized power and control over the film
industry and the motivation behind this policy initiative sheds light on a crucial
distinction between the two audiovisual industries and how they have developed.
While historically speaking the film industry has largely been situated in or around
the largest cities of the country to facilitate the labor- and skill-intensive
requirements of traditional filmmaking as well as the low cost outreach to a large
urban audience, the video industry has the possibility of disseminating deeper into
the rural areas as a result of cheaper and more readily portable production and
exhibition technology. This means that the film industry has been more easily
controlled as a result of the geographical closeness to the center of political power,
while the video industry represents a mode of production, distribution and exhibition
that can be seen as potentially subversive to authoritarian rules and liberating for the
citizens.
In 1994 minister of Information, General Myo Thant, instructed the video
censorship boards to enhance the censorship of video content. He urged the board to
protect national culture because the regime saw it as being under threat from the easy
accessibility and circulation of uncensored foreign movies (Smith 1995). The
introduction of the State or Divisional Video Business Supervisory Committees in
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the Television and Video Law of 1996 can thus be seen as a policy level manoeuver
to strengthen the control mechanisms with the intention of counteracting the impact
of the video industries beyond the reach of the central government in more distant
areas and regions of the country. It can be seen as the possible recognition of the fact
that the different regions of the country inhabited by various ethnic and religious
populations, might encounter different censorship issues. Issues that necessitate
insight and understanding of local circumstances to successfully enforce censorship,
thus avoiding the possibility of state control escalating into conflict. It is not stated
what exactly prompted the establishment of this form of divisional censorship,
however, this decentralized initiative presented itself as an instrumental part of the
regime’s attempt to ensure its control of the audiovisual industry. As such, it is fair to
say that both the Motion Picture Law and the Television and Video Law from 1996
are mainly concerned with suppressing freedom of expression and thus continuing
the regime of state enforced censorship dating back to 1962, through the control and
restriction of the activities of filmmakers, distributors and exhibitors in the
audiovisual industry.
By the early 2000s, decades of institutional and organizational control
leading to creative constraints and isolation from the practices and trends in the
international world of filmmaking had brought the Burmese film industry to a
historical low in terms of both output and artistic development. This situation is most
keenly exemplified by the ongoing practice of censorship guidelines, which
continued the long tradition of being unclear and unpredictable, adding a range of
new and arbitrary restriction to the already long list of does and don’ts. Restrictions
on actresses’ costumes continued and now specified that they had to dress in
traditional Burmese clothing while western jeans were banned. University campuses
were off limits as film location, fighting and violence needed to be kept to a
minimum; this restriction included a rule about no more than five punches or strokes
at a time and a need to keep the use of blood at a minimum. Also, pregnant women
could not be shown dying during labor, and in scenes depicting prisoners in jail, the
cell had to be presented as “clean, tidy and not overcrowded” (Aung Zaw 2004).
The strategy of privatization introduced by the SLORC regime in the 1990s was
initiated as a way to boost economical development, which, as we have seen,
	
  

198	
  

	
  
suffered greatly under the socio-economic mismanagement during the previous
decades. The socio-economic mismanagement also affected the infrastructure of the
film industry and in particular the exhibition sector, which by the 1990s was in
desperate need of investments, since the once high standard cinema theaters around
the Burmese cities had been left slowly to deteriorate for decades. By the late 1990s
reports from Myanmar told of rat and cockroach-infested theaters where audiences
had to compete with the vermin for the snacks, seated in old-fashioned and
crumbling furniture, while the outworn projector and sound system crunched its way
through copies of older rather than new film titles (Associated Press 1999). In
relation to the film industry this new developmental approach led the government to
start selling off the exhibition venues that the former regime had nationalized during
the 1960s. According to news reports from 1998 the declining numbers of cinemas
still in operation were open for bidding as the regime began to publicly advertise the
privatization of the old state-rundown cinemas through a range of different take-over
options. The new approach included the possibility to lease theatres, buy the whole
property (including land, machinery and buildings), or enter a joint venture with the
government (Deutsche Presse-Agentur 1998). It is worth noting that the regime was
now beginning to sell out of the state property that was formerly owned by private
Burmese business people and families before the property appropriation was
commenced in the 1960s.
The opportunity for private investments to reach the exhibition sector could
be seen as an important step leading towards the revitalization of the film industry.
However, since the regime still had no intention of slacking on its control and
censorship over production and distribution, the exhibition sector presented itself as
the only variable option where the regime allowed the transfer of control to the
private sector. In fact, although the privatization strategy took off and enabled private
companies to enter the exhibition sector successfully, leading to the modernization of
a smaller number of cinemas, the close ties between the leading stakeholders in the
new market and the regime, represent a key component of the transition toward a
market-based economy, which would be controlled by the regime. This type of shady
intermingling of political and economical power and interests is known as the
phenomenon of crony capitalism, which has emerged since the 1990s to become a
central part of the economical system in Myanmar. Crony capitalism refers to a small
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group of business people who through their close personal connections with highranking officers of the regime have been able to build up large companies with
exclusive rights to do business within a range of profitable sectors, such as
constructing, logging, and mining, leading to huge gains for the few businessmen
and regime officers involved (Ditvelsen 2014, 363-364). While the crony capitalists
have focused on taking advantage of the vast sources of unexplored natural resources
in the country, some of them have subsequently ventured into the media sector. In
relation to the development in privatization of the country’s exhibition venues, the
corporation Mingalar Corporation represents a telling example of how crony
capitalism would start to influence the local film industry from the 1990s onwards.
Mingalar was set up by Win Sein, then Minister of Railways (former Lieutenant
Colonel) in the mid-1990s and the company quickly ventured into the main areas of
the film industry: production, distribution and exhibition. The corporation’s Cinema
Group, headed by businessman Zaw Min Aye (son of Lt. Gen. Tin Aye) would go
into exhibition, taking over the operation of a range of the most famous cinemas in
Yangon and Mandalay in the 1990s. The company started to modernize cinemas by
installing new and updated Dolby sound systems, theatre lighting, and projectors
based on inspiration from other Asian countries and their exhibition standards. The
Mingalar Cinema network in Myanmar, which includes some of the most popular
cinemas in Yangon – such as the Thamada, Taw Win, and Naypyidaw – has since
then continued to expand mainly in the capital and larger cities of Myanmar where
the company has gone on to open modern multiplex digital cinemas in recent years.
The successful expansion of the company’s exhibition business has been
underpinned by what can only be perceived as an unfair market advantage since the
company as a result of its close ties with the regime has held an exclusive right, up to
a month, on distribution of most films, in particular the popular domestic
productions, before they would be released in cinemas outside downtown Yangon
(Min Zin 2004).
The second focus of the company has been the funding of film productions
with Never Shall We Be Enslaved (Kyi So Tun) as an early example of this from
1997. The film received a generous donation of 300 million kyat from Win Sein and
would go on to win a number of Burmese Academy Awards that year. Another
example is that of the successful filmmaker and producer Zin Yaw Maung Maung
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owner of a production company and involved in other media businesses such as the
journal Envoy News (owned by people with close affiliation to regime members).
The tendency of close ties between certain film production companies and the
regime, whether directly or indirectly, enabled a small group of filmmakers, backed
by the regime, to dominate the cinemas and is further underlined by the fact that
filmmakers and productions made by these studios were largely favored at the
national Academy Awards during the 1990s and 2000s. It is well known to people
working in or in relation to the film industry that cronies finance certain filmmakers
and production companies. Productions made by these companies have even
received generic nicknames referred to as either policy films or intelligence film
depending on their network of regime affiliation and their willingness to present the
regime’s version of Burmese culture on the big scene (Aung Zaw 2004).
In addition, it is also worth noting that the formerly high entertainment tax
(forty percent) was lowered to twenty percent in the 1990s. This policy measure can
be seen as a positive development that seeks to create more incentives for people to
invest in the creative industry. However, in practice the tax reduction would stand to
benefit the emerging business elite venturing into filmmaking as well as their
connections inside the regime. As a result, during the process of a slow transition
into a market based economy in the 1990s and 2000s the new business elite,
consisting of family members, friends, and other types of business partners
associated with the leaders of the military regime transferred large sums of money
into private sector of media businesses including the film industry. Moreover, in
relation to the film industry the connection between a smaller group of filmmakers
and regime-affiliated cronies has been a way for the members of the regime to
capitalize on the economical reforms while simultaneously continuing to uphold
control over the type of cinematic content being produced and screened in the
Burmese cinemas.
Despite the ability of the regime to sustain its control and power over the film
industry during the initial attempts at implementing liberal market reforms and the
modernization of the exhibition circuit, the film industry was still struggling to
survive. The number of films being made for theatrical release dropped drastically in
the 1990s compared to earlier decades (Swe Zin Htaik 2015) since purchasing film
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stock became almost impossible as a result of international trade sanctions imposed
on Myanmar after the regime ignored the democratic victory of the National League
of Democracy at the 1990 election. Moreover, thirty years of isolation had been a
major setback for the industry, which in terms of creative and technological
development had regressed rather than progressed.
Film industry stakeholders were faced with the significant gap in quality of
local filmmaking compared to regional standards when in the 2000s a smaller group
of Burmese feature films were showcased at film festivals in the Asian region and
the film King Kyan Sit (Lu Min, 2004) was released in Malaysia and Singapore as
one of the first Burmese films in decades to reach a foreign audience. King Kyan Sit,
a historical drama portraying the life of an ancient Pagan ruler, was made with
assistance from Malaysia, however, despite its domestic success, the film did not
receive much appraisal abroad where it was criticized for its lack of quality in
dialogue and all-round technical finish. The film failed at the box office abroad and
practitioners as well as film critics in Myanmar openly recognized that the quality
and level of filmmaking was not on a par with either regional or international
standards of filmmaking (Min Zin 2004; Hudson 2005). Meanwhile, the renewed
transnational interaction in the arena of filmmaking generated a sudden concern from
the regime for the international image of the country, which made the Minster of
Information, Kyaw Hsan, urge filmmakers to improve the quality of Burmese
filmmaking. However, an encouragement like this from a high-ranking regime
member nevertheless rang hollow in the ears of many local filmmakers, for the
industry continues to be suppressed by the heavy hand of censorship (Hudson, 2005).
In relation to this renewed interest in the quality of filmmaking, the regime
seemed to be in a peculiar situation. The country was in bad need of investments in a
now post-socialist era where the regime was trying to turn around the catastrophic
development of the economy characterizing the trend of the past decades. A central
strategy to support this effort was to improve the relations with foreign states with a
focus on encouraging the collaboration in trade and foreign investments in Myanmar.
The opening up towards the outside world was mostly targeted at countries in the
Asian region, in particular China which had supported the regime for decades, as
Western countries continued to uphold their sanctions in an attempt to pressure the
military regime to acknowledge the democratic opposition in the country. The
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regime made cosmetic changes to its rule by replacing SLORC with a new council
the State Peace and Development Council (SDCP), and was subsequently able to
improve its relation with neighboring countries in the region enabling the country to
enter the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in 199717. As a result of
the increased socio-political engagement with other nations in the region, the pride of
national culture and art, and in particular those types of art forms, like cinema, that
can be readily compared with other countries, became a matter of concern for the
regime. Unfortunately, the critical discussions about the lack of quality of
filmmaking did not bring any reforms of the censorship system or any governmental
investment into the industry. Thus, on the one hand the regime dictated better quality
of filmmaking but on the other hand this demand was not backed up by systematic
investment, by any willingness to let the filmmakers explore new creative ways of
storytelling, or by loosening the restriction on the kind of content that was
acceptable, whether local or foreign. As such, the regime’s sudden interest in the
quality of Burmese filmmaking in the mid-2000s seemed somewhat disingenuous,
although generated by renewed concerns for national prestige in the international
arena. One positive development in the 2000s is worth mentioning. Despite the lack
of governmental commitment, this development was a step towards addressing the
need for improvement in practitioner’s skills. The development in question has to do
with the regime’s allowing the establishment of the Yangon Film School in 2005, as
a non-profit organization run by western film practitioners. We will look closer at
this institution and its role within the contemporary situation of the Burmese film
sector in the next chapter, since impact of the school is closely related to a range of
other important initiatives characterizing the developments after 2010.
By the 2000s the productivity and popularity of the video industry was a reversed
picture of the stagnation in the traditional film industry. Despite the fact that the
video industry was also being subjected to censorship it nevertheless more successful
than the traditional film industry. The mainly low-income population in Myanmar,
whether urban or rural, could get their desire for entertainment satisfied in the video
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
17	
  ASEAN was founded in 1967 as an organization focusing on economical and social development
in the region. Today the association includes ten nations from the region: Singapore, Brunei,
Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, Philippines, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar.	
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parlors in their township or village. Around 1999 a ticket for a video hall show could
be as cheap as 1.5 cent (USD), which compared to the much higher prices at newly
modernized cinemas (the equivalent of 25 to 50 cents or 7 to 15 cents (USD) at oldstyle cinemas), and was the obvious choice for the generally poor public (Associated
Press 1999). The popularity of the direct-to-video production has thus partially been
predicated on the industry’s ability to make film entertainment featuring the local
stars easily and cheaply accessible to the population and in venues that has been
perceived as less controlled and restricted by the regime. The continued success of
the video industry and the decline in the film industry might give the impression that
video was killing the movie star. Yet, the situation, rather, was that the video
industry was beginning to absorb a lot of the talent from the established film
industry, because the video industry offered a less constrained space for filmmakers
to work in while also presenting the prospects of high returns. As noted above, this
was predicated on the cheaper mode of production based on portable production
equipment and easy copying. With the technological advances in the 2000s to even
more easily accessible and sophisticated digital filmmaking, introducing the digital
video format, related post-production software, and a higher pictorial definition and
quality of the digital image, the video industry entered a new phase of development.
On the side of production, the introduction of the digital video camera
would continue the trend of low-cost filmmaking while post-production was changed
by the new creative possibilities offered by digital editing and effect software
available for home computing. Control of infrastructure in terms of access to the
necessary equipment to produce and screen films had been a pivotal component in
the changing regime’s way of controlling the Burmese film culture; yet digitalization
was beginning to slowly erode this type of control instrument. Perhaps more
importantly, the last crucial upper hand that the traditional film industry had over the
emerging video industry; the superiority in screen size, picture and sound quality –
particularly relevant in relation to theatrical release – was beginning to be challenged
by the technological advancement in high resolution digital imagery. From portable
digital cameras shooting in higher and higher definition and digital stereo sound
recording to digital projectors screening high-resolution moving pictures, digital
video production was catching up with the traditional film industry on all fronts. The
digital technology presented the advantage of cutting the cost of productions and
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exhibition otherwise based on expensive analogue film stock and enabling cheap
digital distribution and exhibition based on the DVD and VCD formats. Indeed, the
digitalization of the video industry has been referred to as the emergence of “the
DVD era” (Min Zin 2004), highlighting the impact of the cheap disc format with a
high image resolution. In the exhibition circuit the introduction of the DVD format
enabled video parlors and older suburban cinemas to start projecting popular films in
their theaters using, digital projectors that allowed them to draw more local audience
and thus compete with modernized downtown cinemas. Filmmakers would also
themselves begin to make use of portable exhibition equipment and launch their
digital direct-to-video productions in smaller cinemas or in some cases they would
do promotional tours to more remote areas of the country (Ibid.).
One of the key factors behind the emergence and success of the video film
industry in Myanmar is reflected in a process of as disintermediation (Iordanova
2012). While disintermediation is used in relation to new practices of Internet-based
film distribution, with reference to circulation and consumption as they are evolving
in the beginning of the twenty-first century, the term can also to used to describe the
processes underlying the success of the video film industry in Myanmar.
Disintermediation describes a process where the intermediary in a supply chain – in
the case of the film industry the film distributor – is being bypassed by the content
producers, leading to a disruption of the path of film contents across different
commercial media platforms that undermine the control of the content and power of
the gatekeepers of these platforms. As a result, the film producers regain a higher
degree of opportunity to deal more directly with the exhibitors and audience of their
own choice while the dependence on financial support from powerful distributors or
exhibitors is circumvented. Moreover, as Iordanova explains, “The disintermediation
processes reflect activist work toward reinstating various other channels of exhibition
that were previously pushed away” (Ibid., 6), which allows smaller and independent
players to bypass the big players in the film industry and seek exposure and revenue
of their content on their own terms. The rapid expansion of the video industry as an
alternative space for, initially, distribution and exhibition and later production in
Burma/Myanmar is an example of – partially technological and economically based
– disintermediation. Here the state, as the dominant stakeholder controlling most
aspects of the established national film industry, began to be bypassed by the local
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filmmakers in their attempt to regain a level of artistic independence and financial
control over films they wanted to produce. In this light disintermediation can be seen
as an activist strategy employed by disenfranchised people who seek ways to create
an alternative space of creativity, freedom of expression and the foundation of a
livelihood.
Evidently, the popularity of the video industry was a concern for the regime,
which tried to control the output of direct-to-video production by making a rule that
stipulated that only one video film could be released for exhibition every second
week. However, the regime’s continued attempt to control the video market only led
to a significant growth in VCD and DVD sales in the black market, still very much
part of the Myanmar economy. In the black market both local productions and
foreign movies, in particular Hollywood, Korean and Chinese content, has become
increasingly accessible and with the price for pirated DVD’s with foreign content
ranging around US$ 0.5 on the streets, this type of home entertainment present itself
as an inexpensive alternative to cinema going (Mudditt 2013).
What has happened in the 2000s, when the video film industry transitioned
into the digital era, can be seen to represent the beginning of the end of a clear
division between the traditional film industry and the thriving video industry. The
introduction of the video format in the 1980s created the platform for the emergence
of an alternative space of filmmaking and viewing, which despite the ongoing
attempts by the military regimes to control the business, nevertheless operated with a
higher degree of autonomy than existed in the film industry. Supposedly, an
important reason behind the success of the video industry was the sense of leeway
surrounding the culture, whether in relation to filmmakers’ being able to express
themselves in less restricted ways or viewers knowing that they could watch films
where the content was not to the same extent, as for example in the policy or
intelligence films, directly supported or censored by the regime. However, the
technological development meant a beginning merging of the two audio-visual
industries fuelled by the digitalization of filmmaking, reflecting a global trend in the
2000s, but just as importantly by filmmakers’ and investors’ wish to tap into the
hugely successful commercial market that the local video market represented.
Indeed, the crossover of filmmakers and movie stars between the two industries
proved successful.
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Two reasons underpinning this development was that both industries had
developed a practice of focusing on production of entertainment repeating the use of
a range of well-known genre formulas (rather than challenging the censorship
authorities) and the fact that the level of skills among the practitioners working in the
two industries were now comparable. As such, the video industry, despite its
popularity and success in the domestic market, was being criticized for its lack of
quality in the same manner that the film industry was. The merging of the two
industries through digitalization began in the 2000s and continues into the 2010s
leading to a fusion of the two industries into a new integrated system of digitalized
film culture in Myanmar. While the distinctions between the two major audiovisual
industries were beginning to fade as we enter the 2010s, the socio-political
development occurring in recent years sets the stage for new developments that have
brought a range of new film culture stakeholders into play. The new actors in the
form of individuals and institutions are playing an important role in the
reconfiguration of the film industry, where the changing institutional and
organizational landscape of the Myanmar film culture are drawing new lines of
opposition, opportunities and challenges in a still overtly politicized socio-economic
context. It is these most recent developments that we turn to in the next chapter.
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Chapter 6
The Burmese Film industry Part II

The Prospect of Revitalizing the Burmese Film Industry in the
Intersection of Censorship, Commercialism, & Socio-political
Activisms
Introduction
It is a hot and humid morning when I enter a low-rise apartment building in
Pazundaung Township, Yangon. I am in the area to meet filmmaker and festival
director Thu Thu Shein at her office. Together with three other young filmmakers
she established the first annual Burmese film festival, Wathann Film Fest, in 2011
and they are now planning the 5th edition, which will take place in September this
year. Thu Thu is a member of the younger generation of filmmakers who emerged
during the 2000s and are determined actively to engage in new forms of filmmaking
and the creation of alternative spaces of production and consumption outside the
local mainstream film culture. While Thu Thu grew up with the rise of the video
industry during the 1990s and 2000s when the established film industry was in
decline, her reasons for rejecting the local commercial video and film industry are
symptomatic of the trends in the industry. As she explains, most of the Burmese
films being made repeat the same kind of basic melodramatic storylines and use the
same popular actors over and over again, with only little variation between films.
She recounts that one day she came across two different Burmese video films where
the producer used the same location and actors in both productions, only making
small adjustments between the two films in terms of plot and dialogue and a
rearranging of the furniture on set. It was like a bad joke and it felt like it had very
little to do with filmmaking as she understood it (Thu Thu Sein 2015 INT). Thu
Thu’s experience is presumably not unique among film viewers in Myanmar. The
younger generation of filmmakers can generally report similar experiences, and this
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is why they have turned away from the commercial industry with the intention of
contributing to the qualitative development of the Burmese film culture.
Later the same week I meet with Ms. Grace Swe Zin Htaik, a prolific actress
during the 1970s-1980s, turned film and television director/producer, and since the
mid-1990s an important figure in the film industry as one of the main international
relations officers representing the interest of the film industry through the nongovernmental organization Myanmar Motion Picture Organization (MMPO). She has
been involved in organizing numerous activities devoted to film industry
development such as workshops for local filmmakers and conferences involving
international film industry expertise visiting the country. This day Grace is taking me
to see a small village an hour’s drive east of central Yangon that is being used for
commercial filmmaking. The village is situated idyllically in woodlands along green
pastures leading down to a lake and features traditional style Burmese wooden
houses and bamboo huts. The place has become a favorite location for commercial
filmmakers from Yangon who need a rural setting to shoot in. When we arrive a film
crew has taken shelter in one of the houses waiting for a shower to pass. They are
shooting a film sponsored by a local alcohol company and one of the huts is
plastered with banners showing the logo of the brand. However, no bottles with the
product are in sight and for good reasons: alcohol and drinking continue to be
prohibited in films. So the filmmakers just have to do their best to place the product
in the film, to the satisfaction of both censors and sponsors. When we greet the crew
one immediately senses the respect that surrounds Grace when we briefly speak with
the director and actors before they head out to commence shooting again. Her status
as a renowned actress in the history of Burmese cinema is undoubtedly a main reason
behind the friendly response we receive from the crew, despite our sudden
appearance on set. However, nowadays her ability to work as a liaison between
different stakeholders in the film industry—the MMPO, the government, private
businesses, international and local NGOs and other foreign collaborators—make her
an important player in the current environment of the film industry’s development.
Situated very differently in relation to the film industry in Myanmar, Thu Thu Sein
and Ms. Grace Swe Zin Htaik are both examples of individuals who are actively and
assertively engaged in shaping the recent development of the Burmese film culture.
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Their involvement in new film industry initiatives and collaborations with both local
and foreign stakeholders is illustrative of the development tendencies occurring since
the mid-2000s and particularly after 2010, which will be the focus of this chapter. In
this period a range of interrelated initiatives on the level of organizational
development as well as institution and capacity building has radically changed the
face of the local film culture suffering under more than half a century of authoritarian
rule.
The new developments occur within a still precarious socio-political and
economic environment and thus new initiatives go hand in hand with a range of
challenges still facing the different stakeholders in Myanmar. In the following, the
specific pattern and interrelation of certain institutional and organizational
developments evolving in the local Burmese context within recent years will be
identified, just as their role and impact will be analyzed. Of particular interest are a
range of new initiatives within the areas of film policy and regulation, the situation in
production, distribution and exhibition, film education and training, and the
establishment of local film festivals. However, as a prelude to the investigation of
these developments, let us first briefly summarize the situation of the film industry
up until beginning of the 2010s as well as the larger socio-political context of the
country in which the recent film cultural developments are situated.
When we look at the sporadic data available related to the recent development of the
film and video industry we get a sense of the main trends shaping the film culture in
Myanmar. By the second half of the 1990s the yearly output of feature films made
for theatrical releases had reached an all time low with fewer than twenty films made
annually in this period. No comprehensive data of theatrical output for the 2000s is
available, however one article mentions that twenty-six films were made in 2003
(Aung Zaw, 2004) while another recounts that sixteen were made in 2010 (Frater
2012), indicating that the overall pattern of low annual output has most likely
continued throughout the 2000s. The trend in the decline of feature film productions
is paralleled by a decrease in exhibition venues across the country as a result of the
privatization of the state owned exhibition venues. By 2006 the number of cinemas
in Myanmar had dropped to 208, to less than half compared to the early 1980s, and
the number would continue to fall. In 2010 the government estimated that only
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eighty-five cinema screens were still in use, twenty-eight of them owned by the state
while fifty-seven were privately run (Ibid.). The situation was the effect of the
overall economical downturn and severe censorship that filmmakers experienced
under military rule and the subsequent lack of resources and investments that slowly
drained the industry of activities. Moreover, as we saw in the previous chapter, a new
audio-visual industry, in terms of low-cost video film production, distribution and
exhibition, emerged in the 1980s based on the rampant informal market activities
permeating the Burmese society. These practitioners and their work represent an
alternative to the established film industry controlled by the military and quickly
began to flourish despite the regime’s attempts to contain the development. In 2000
the estimated number of video films had reached 357 and the output would continued
to increase, reaching 902 productions in 2005 and providing content to an estimated
number of 30,000 small scale video parlors situated in both urban and rural areas
spread across the vast territory of the country (U Aung Soe Oo and Swe Zin Htaik
2006). Since 2010 it is generally assumed that more than 1000 video films are
produced, disseminated and viewed annually, making Myanmar’s video film
industry among the most productive audiovisual industries on a global scale.
However, despite the rise and prolific nature of the video industry during the 1990s
and 2000s, concerns about the deteriorating quality of filmmaking as well as long
term sustainability of the current situation within the creative industry have been
voiced by a variety of different stakeholders since the mid-2000s. With the initiation
of political reforms in 2011 a path towards new opportunities of development has
been presented, one that has enabled a range of both existing and new players to
enter the film industry and field of cultural development. Before we go on to
examine the first area of concern, i.e. policy and regulation, let us first briefly
highlight salient features of the socio-political context prompting these developments
within the film industry.
The year 2010 marked the beginning of a fundamental change in the military junta’s
approach to its way of governance. In November 2010 the first national election in
twenty years was held in Myanmar based on a new constitution from 2008. The
constitution laid out a new framework of governance, which on the one hand opened
up the possibility of non-regime affiliated parties engaging in the political process
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but on the other handed stipulated considerable power to the military within the new
parliamentary system (25% of the seats are reserved for the military within the new
parliamentary system). As a result of the continued privileged position of the military
in the political system the new constitution was criticized by both international and
local observers as undemocratic and the main opposition party, the NLD led by Aung
San Suu Kui, boycotted the election. The election was nevertheless completed,
closely monitored by the regime, and saw the military, junta-controlled Union
Solidary and Development Party (USDP - an offshoot of the military junta’s mass
organization Union Solidarity and Development Association) win most seats in the
new parliament on account of the opposition’s boycott of the election. Despite the
unwillingness by the NLD to participate in the 2010 election, a line of
communication between regime leaders and Aung San Suu Kyi had been established
the year before. With the military rule transitioning into civilian-style governance, at
least in part based on democratic principles, a serious dialogue between the key
oppositional political forces in Myanmar was underway. The commitment of
president Thein Sein to make changes to the political and economic status quo was
confirmed by a range of reforms implemented in the president’s first year in office,
convincing the NLD to partake in the 2012 by-election where a small number of
seats in the parliament were in play. The NLD swept the votes, winning forty-three
out of the forty-five seats up for election, bringing prominent NLD figures including
Aung San Suu Kyi into the parliament. Since then, the role of NLD and in particular
the influence of Aung San Suu Kyi as the leading opposition figure has continued to
increase and Aung San Suu Kyi has continued the proactive dialogue with the ruling
USDP and tried to push for further political reforms (Lidauer 2014). Looking
towards the 2015 general election in November where the NLD, as the main
opposition party participated, key issues for the party have was to try to gather
support in the parliament for the amendment of a range of specific constitutional
articles upholding the military’s control of the political system. One of the
amendments proposed was related to article 59 of the constitution, which prohibits
Aung San Suu Kyi or any other politicians who are married to a foreigner and
without comprehensive knowledge of military matters from becoming president of
the country. Another article targeted by the NLD, article 436, stipulates that more
than seventy-five percent of parliamentary votes is needed to make changes to the
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constitution, giving the military a de facto veto over the process of constitutional
revision, since the military is handed twenty-five percent of the seats by the
constitution. The move by the NLD to challenge the systematic favoring of the
military junta was firmly rejected by its parliament members in late June 2015.
However, despite the reluctance by the regime to consider constitutional reforms,
only a few months ahead of the national election, political and economic reforms
implemented since 2011 have indicated the initiation of a transition phase that has
the potential fundamentally to redirect the path of societal development.
Now, some of these reforms have either directly or indirectly influenced the
development of the Burmese film sector. A range of reforms, privatization being one
of them, was initiated in the 1990s in an attempt to simulate the national economy.
While the scope and impact of these initiatives were negligible, the transition to a
quasi-civilian parliamentary democracy since the early 2010s, has facilitated
beginning reforms of the economic system and the willingness to loosen the
authoritarian grip on media industries have had a visible impact on the film sector. In
terms of economic reforms a range of new financial laws has been implemented as
well as the restructuring and establishment of essential financial institutions (Turnell
2014). One of the main objectives behind the economic reforms has been to attract
foreign investment to help boost the development of the private businesses and the
financial sector. This objective has proved a success so far, based largely on the
lifting of economic sanctions by western countries as a result of the positive response
by the international community to the beginning transformation of the political
system. To publicly signal its commitment to political reforms the new government
has enacted a range of symbolic actions of political goodwill and legal measures
underpinning the trend. These measures include the initiation of the release of
political prisoners (prisoners of conscience), the signing of a law that allows for
peaceful demonstrations, and later the abolishment of a ban on public gatherings of
more than five people, making it easier for non-governmental organizations as well
as local civil society organizations to work freely in the country, and not least the
implementation of a new media law formally removing large parts of the previously
existing state censorship.
The process of economic reforms is still modest, reflecting the fact that a lot
of different economic interests will be affected by the restructuring of the economic
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system. First of all, the business environment in Myanmar is still characterized by a
dual system of formal/informal economies, from which most Burmese, from the
majority of poor people to the small elite of crony capitalists, military generals and
affiliated politicians in the country stand to benefit. Moreover, with the opening up
of the local market to foreign investors and companies a natural fear of losing control
and dominance over the local market is at work within the Burmese elite. The slow
liberalization process of the economic system can thus be seen as an attempt to
secure the continued control and protection of the central position of the Burmese
cronies and other elites in the ongoing transformation of the local markets. In this
regard the business of media and film is no exception and the initial attempts at
reforming the media censorship system in recent years should be understood in terms
of a transfer of control of the media from the military junta to cronies or other
business people closely affiliated with the military elite (Hsat Linn 2010).
Even though a range of initiatives like allowing some regime critical media
outlets such as the Irrawaddy and the Mizzima (formerly operating out of Thailand
and India) to open offices in Yangon and allowing journalists to interview high
ranking ministers, few of the larger media businesses in Myanmar have either the
interest or the capacity actively to assume the role of fourth estate. Moreover, for
those more independent media organizations and individuals who wish to engage in
critical and investigative journalism the recent legal reforms of the long lasting
media law, the Printers and Publishers Registration Act, dating back to 1962, has
only partially created a more liberalized media environment. Positive steps enacted
by the new government include the closing down of the press censorship board in
2012, followed by the drafting of a new media law that was ratified by the parliament
in March 2014 and promised freedom of expression to the media. The new law
introduces a range of rights for media works, broadly stipulating “freedom from
censorship to express, publish and distribute freely” (Article 19 2014, 4). Despite the
existence of a positive stance in the law, a range of fundamental shortcomings in the
text nevertheless creates concerns about the real scope of freedom offered in the law.
The central limitations of the law include the lack of clarity in the degree of freedom
of expression as a result of the vague, imprecise or non-existing definitions of key
terms. For example, the British based NGO Article 19 notes in a critical analysis of
the Media Law that, “ ‘media workers are permitted to ‘investigate, publish,
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broadcast information… in accordance with rule and regulations’, without specifying
which rules and regulations apply.” (Ibid., 6). In addition, the law specifies that the
Media Council, which is to be established as a guiding council determining the
responsibilities and good practices of the media, is to be under political influence
while its economical independence is uncertain, since the president and parliament
have the right to choose council representatives while the independence of the source
of funding for the council is unaccounted for.
More worrying is the fact that along with the new Media Law, which saw
members of the journalist profession take part in the drafting through the Press
Council, a parallel law was drafted and ratified by the government. The law is an
updated version of the former media censorship law dating back to 1962, now called
The Printers and Publishers Law, and while the law abolishes pre-publication
censorship and punishments like prison sentences for unlawful publication, the law
sustains the right and power of the Ministry of Information to determine who can
hold publishing licenses. Hence, the government retains a measure of control over
the media landscape, while it can be argued that in free democratic countries any
form of registration or licensing of private media outlets undermines the realization
of press freedom. It is simply unclear exactly what legal foundation supports and
protects the media workers’ ability freely to publish their views and to what extent
this freedom is not conditioned by the continued possibility of censorship and fear of
punishment (Article 19 2014b).
The implementation of the two new media laws and the continued
challenges to the establishment of a truly free media environment that they reflect is
a good example of the transitional phase that the political system is undergoing.
While the new laws show intentions of dismantling the long-lasting authoritarian
censorship regime, a range of shortcomings pertaining to vague and unclear
formulations maintains leeway for the government, the majority still former military
members turned civilian politicians. In essence, they can fall back on authoritarian
tactics that have the potential to subvert the positive steps taken toward increased
media freedom. The government’s approach to the film industry is in many ways
comparable to the case of the publishing media. While the media was promised, and
to a certain degree delivered, a higher degree of freedom from censorship and
persecution, the film regulation and policy has entered a new phase of development,
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where the industry has seen both the creation of new opportunities for stakeholders
as well as continued restrictions and constraints.
New Film Policy Developments: One Step Forward, Two Steps Back?
As in the case of the media the initial move by the government in relation to the film
industry was encouraging when in 2012 the influence and control of the Motion
Picture and Video Censorship Board came to an end. The board governed by the
Ministry of Information (MoI), which for decades had determined what type of
cinematic content could be released, was dismantled and so it seemed to envisage the
end of the practice of film censorship in Myanmar dating back to the establishment
of censorship boards under British rule in the late 1910s. However, as we saw in
relation to the government’s dealing with the liberalization of the publishing media,
the dismantling of the film censorship board was in reality, as it has been the case
numerous times before, merely a reconfiguration of the institutional and
organizational framework. A new board superseded the censorship board the same
year, the Movie Standard Evaluation Group, consisting of members from the Motion
Picture Promotion Department (Under MoI), the Ministry of Home Affairs, the
Attorney General’s Office, Myanmar Motion Picture Organization, Myanmar Music
Association, and Myanmar Writers Association (Sithy Aung Myint 2014). The role
of the new board, including both government officials as well as representatives from
the film industry (MMPO) is to oversee the development of the film industry. On the
positive side this reorganization seems to have led to the initiation of a more
constructive dialogue between the relevant government authorities and some key
interest groups in the film industry, particularly those represented by MMPO. The
central difference from the earlier approach of the regime lies in a beginning shift in
attitude of the authorities from seeing the function of the government as one of
control and suppression to that of facilitator working with the industry stakeholders
as opposed to against them.
A couple of important events bringing together different film industry
stakeholders in a forum of dialogue seem to underpin the instrumental shift in
attitude by the government. In December 2012 the Myanmar Motion Picture
Organization organized a two-day workshop—“Towards a Strong Future of the
Myanmar Movies”—in collaboration with Myanmar Motion Picture Enterprise
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(under MoI), and with the support of Forever Group, the major media entertainment
company in the country. The workshop was attended by around 170 filmmakers,
from directors and producers to technicians and engineers, and included a
consultancy panel of international guests from predominately the Asian region but
also a with visitors from Europe and the United States. With a focus on “regulatory
issues, capacity building and the development of strong business models to
encourage competition and quality of Myanmar movies in the future” the workshop
invited the participants, local and international, to put forward recommendations
based on the discussion of the current challenges in the industry (Forever Group and
Kasinee Silapee 2012). The local stakeholders identified a list of fundamental
challenges undercutting the development of the film industry which include:
v The negative effects of censorship on the creative development of local
filmmaking;
v The lack of technical knowhow, creative skills and industry management
capacities in the field (all a result of censorship);
v The insufficient numbers of upgraded cinemas in the country,
v The problem of piracy as a result of the black market;
v The emerging competition from television and internet; 	
  
v The way in which the consumer and profit-driven trends in the film industry,
all based on the existence of black market distribution and exhibition, are
limiting the range of genres being explored while simultaneously
undermining the quality of filmmaking.
Subsequently, a range of suggestions relevant to new directions in the approach to
the development of the film industry was presented, drawing in particular on good
practices developed in other countries. Broader themes put forward, reflecting a
response to the challenges of the contemporary situation, included the need for
transparency in regulation and business practices, talent and capacity development,
infrastructure development, the need for a new legal and regulatory framework, and
an enhancement in the collaboration between the public, private, and civil society
stakeholders. In more concrete terms ideas surfaced about creating a mentor program
that could allow foreign professionals to assist local stakeholders in the industry in
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developing skills and capacities. Another idea focused on attracting foreign
filmmakers and productions to Myanmar through the building of new studios and the
creation of a “Promotion and Facilitation Board,” with the intention of attracting
foreign investment and skill. In this regard international co-productions made in
Myanmar were also suggested and the potential of initiating a new prestigious film
project depicting the life of the national hero Aung San was presented as a way to
revitalize the industry through the engagement of top international filmmakers and
producers and their collaboration with local filmmakers in this project (Ibid.). The
workshop represented the first of its kind as a forum of open discussions of
challenges and the exchange of ideas about the future development of the film
industry.
One and a half years later, in June 2014, another gathering involving local
stakeholders and international partners was organized in the form of collaboration
between the French embassy in Myanmar together with the French National Center
of Cinema on the one side and MMPO and MMPDD (under MoI) on the other side18.
The conference dealt with the development of the creative industry in Myanmar,
focusing on the film sector and taking the approaches to industry development in
France and its model of funding and international outreach as a point of reference
and inspiration. Much as in the case of the previous gathering this conference
concluded with a session where the participants had a chance to discuss ideas in
terms of actions and strategies to be developed with the intention of supporting the
strengthening of the creative industries in Myanmar. Both gatherings—their ability
to bring together a range of central interest groups related to the film industry and the
attempt to set a new agenda in these meetings focusing on collaboration among
different stakeholders—support the view that the shift in attitude of the government
towards more inclusive and collaborative approaches to film industry development is
genuine. On the other hand, despite the identification of the potential of the industry,
the central challenges facing its practitioners, and possible solutions to some of the
central problems, the government has launched very few concrete initiatives as a
result of these stakeholder gatherings. The lack of will or ability to convert
suggestions into action is related to the fact that many of the recommended solutions
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author attended the conference “Conference on Development of Creative Content Industry” as
an invited observer (June 24, 2014).	
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are both expensive to fund and at the same time challenge a rigid system of
governance undergoing a slow process of transformation. Nevertheless, a relevant
concern is evident when looking at the concrete outcomes of the mentioned
stakeholder gatherings as indicators of actual progress in dealing with industry
challenges: the vision and mission statements proposed are constructive starting
points but without much value when they are not followed by a commitment to a
specific strategy endorsed by the central stakeholders and in particular the
government, as a continued central actor. At this point no strategy laying out the path
of development and role of the central stakeholders in this process has been
presented, creating a situation where filmmakers continue to act in a precarious
environment of uncertainty.
The industry is still waiting to see the result of the drafting of a new film
law initiated in early 2014 bringing the MMPO together with the MMPE (under
MoI) in an attempt to create a new regulatory framework that is envisioned to take
into consideration “the interest of all the people from the movie world” and without
“serious limitations” for the filmmakers (Roughneen 2014). While it is a crucial step
forward that the government has included the private film industry stakeholders in
the guise of the MMPO as the non-governmental organization representing the
interests of the practitioners working in the commercial industry, it is still uncertain
to what extent the government is willing to loosen its grip on the film industry. The
authorities’ backtracking on their commitment to ease the censorship on film content
has further strengthened the uncertainty. In December 2014 censorship approval of
film scripts was reintroduced and mandated for all filmmakers. They were now
required to submit their scripts to the Movie Standard Evaluation Group who had the
right to change or remove part of the script as well as give the final approval for the
production and release of the film. According to the authorities the reintroducing of
censorship was a necessary step to counteract the increase in what is seen as the
excessive use in films of “obscene language and behavior, particularly from gay
characters” (Sithy Aung Myint 2014).
It is interesting to note that it seemed to come as a surprise to the authorities
that the newly found freedom of expression granted to filmmakers in 2012 would
lead to an exploration of this new territory of expressivity and the possibility that
some filmmakers would test the extent of this freedom. From the point of view of the
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authorities the restriction was a necessary and justified step to ensure that content
perceived to be inappropriate within the Burmese culture would not reach the public.
This move showcases, as Simon Roughneen notes, how the government continues to
envision its role as a paternalistic state (2014). However, even the existence of a less
severe regime of control bent on determining the moral standards in cinematic
storytelling is incompatible with the right to freedom of expression and subsequently
the flourishing of creativity in Burmese filmmaking. Moreover, insisting on
upholding a moral regime that favors certain values and worldviews while censoring
others will only lead to the continued marginalizing of a variety of minority groups
in the Burmese society leading to continued social tensions. It could be said that the
fragile state of Myanmar, still affected by civil war in various regions of the country
and the rise in socio-economic tensions and conflicts between the dominant Buddhist
population and the minority of Muslim citizens in recent years, provides the
authorities with an excuse to uphold whatever degree of censorship they see fit, so as
to ensure that films do not contribute to the escalation of conflicts and violence.
However, this type of reasoning does nevertheless not hold water if the government
is truly committed to the development of a democratic society based on openness and
inclusiveness. Moreover, the government in its quick fallback to censorship is not
showing the local filmmakers in the commercial film industry much credit or trust in
their ability to deal with potentially controversial topics in a balanced manner. As
such, the lack of mutual trust between the government and filmmakers presents itself
as one of the most fundamental obstacles that the stakeholders need to address and
overcome if government imposed regulation and strategic development support of
the industry are going to be effective.
Access and Control: Cronies, the Regime Elite and Commercial Filmmaking
As the above suggests, cinema is still considered a very potent medium of
storytelling with the ability to reach and influence large portions of the population.
This points to another fundamental problem facing the development of the Burmese
film industry related to the issue of control and access. As we have seen, the
government’s control over the film industry after the beginning of the transition to a
market based economy in the 1990s, was based on reinforced censorship along with
the channeling of the regime’s influence directly to the stage of production through
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close partnerships between government officials and cronies venturing into the
entertainment business. As a result the crony capitalists and their central position in
the commercial film industry affects the development of the film culture, raising a
range of concerns that are potentially just as problematic as the continuation of
censorship.
First of all, the corporations and business people who invest in filmmaking
do it with the aim of cashing in on the commercial potential of the audio-visual
market in Myanmar that continues to be lucrative. However, the profitability of the
film industry as it has developed under the control of the military regime, means that
a safe investment in the risky business of filmmaking is seen by investors and
producers to rely on the repetition of a few popular genres and the use of the most
popular local actors and actresses. Melodramatic love stories and slapstick comedies
continue to be the most popular genres. Coupled with the importance of the star
system, which continues to dictate that producers must hire the most popular and
thus expensive actors and actresses to enhance the prospect of success at the box
office, the emphasis on this type of production strategy produces a situation where
commercial filmmaking is overtly conservative in its approach to cinematic
storytelling. Initially, the lack of originality in filmmaking was born out of the
practitioners’ need to comply with the censorship regime but is now sustained by
investors and producers concerned with financial gain. As a result, whether
practitioners are working in the low budget direct-to-video filmmaking as most do or
high budget production meant for theatrical release, innovative approaches to
cinematic storytelling are still a rarity in the commercial film industry.
A stroll down 35th street in the heart of Yangon gives a good indication of
the current type of productions and styles of filmmaking in Myanmar. The street is
occupied by a large number of mostly small scale family run production companies,
and the area has become synonymous with the highly productive video industry
churning out anywhere between 800 to a 1000 films a year. The practice of short
production cycles, allowing a film to be produced and distributed within four to five
weeks, enables low cost in-house productions and the high yearly output. The lack of
production quality characterizing video films is an inevitable result of the fast pace
of production, and film producers trying to counterbalance this approach by using
famous stars. Having the right faces on your poster and thus being able to promote
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your film using the popularity of certain actors is essential for the prospect of success
in a market saturated with content. However, despite the continued tendency by film
producers to rely heavily on star branding and formulaic storytelling, recent years
have seen the introduction of a few new genres, some of which would not have been
allowed during the more severe censorship regime predating 2010. One trend is the
reintroduction of the supernatural as a generic theme exemplified by the great
numbers of ghost story and monster films being made. Also, more action-oriented
films are being produced using elements from martial art and action films to lure the
predominantly young audience. The impression one gets is that the video industry
continues to be the venue where most renewal within the commercial film industry
occurs. Since the competition is fierce here, the need to find new ways of
differentiating your films from the rest creates an increased degree of willingness to
try out new ideas and every now and then even push the boundaries of what is either
the norm or allowed. This tendency has naturally become more widespread in recent
years facilitated by the changing attitude by the authorities to censorship and the
legitimacy of the video industry that, based on its commercial potential, has seen
cronies enter the business of film production, distribution and exhibition. Since
apprenticeship has historically been the educational approach defining the
development of filmmaking skills in Myanmar, rather than institutionalized forms of
education, the video industry has evolved into the dominant point of entry for most
Burmese filmmakers and actors. Those who become very popular will be given a
chance to work on a feature film produced by one of a small number of companies
with the capital to invest in larger-scale film productions meant for theatrical release.
As argued in the previous chapter the two industries started to converge in
terms of the quality and the type of filmmaking made due to the introduction of new
digital technologies and the decline in both output and quality of the established film
industry. The convergence has enabled the easy crossover by practitioners between
the two fields. What continues to differentiate the two industries today and
subsequently determines their interrelation is the fact that they constitute two types
of markets based on different systems of distribution and exhibition. The video
industry continues to produce low-cost films distributed at a low price on portable
discs (DVD or VCD) and disseminated in small rental shops and on street level
throughout the country for viewing in film parlors or as home entertainment. The
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widespread network of both formal and informal distribution and exhibition
continues to bypass a top-down structured and controlled network of distribution,
what I referred to as a type of disintermediation, leading to a less strictly controlled
environment despite the attempts by the authorities to regulate and censor the
industry. On the other hand, cinemas as large-scale public entertainment venues are
more easily controlled and the cinema as a cultural institution continues to uphold its
privileged status as the place where the best quality of local filmmaking is shown.
The idea of attributing higher status to films made for theatrical exhibition is in a
crucial way underscored by the fact that only films released in the cinemas will get
the chance of competing for awards in the Burmese annual academy award show.
The annual award show has become a stable component of national film cultures in
Myanmar and even though the military regime has played a central role in
determining the yearly outcome, the status of becoming an award winner is still
considered an honor in the industry in the sense of bestowing a certain level of
artistic quality and prestige on the awardees. Despite the fact that the two industries
have become more interrelated in terms of filmmaking quality we can nevertheless
talk about a hierarchical relation that distinguishes the two based on the possibility of
access to status and prestige in the local film culture. The control of access to fame
and status as an influential aspect driving the popularity of local filmmaking has
historically been controlled by the changing military regimes. However, this changed
in 2012 when the organization of the annual awards was handed over to the MMPO.
Overall, the influence of the MMPO as the main collaborator with the governmental
departments overseeing the audiovisual industry has increased considerably since
2012. As we saw in relation to the two conferences, MMPO has played a significant
role in the attempt to promote a proactive agenda towards the development of the
film industry and the organization has also been involved in the implementation of
recent regulation of the industry. The closer collaboration and the initiation of the
sharing of authoritative powers between the government and the private stakeholders
are to a certain degree important steps forward in the attempt to bring about changes
that will facilitate the constructive and creative development of the local film milieu.
However, some of the recent attempts to regulate the film industry show that a range
of obstacles related to access to and control over distribution and exhibition is still
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prohibiting the development of the industry. In particular, this is related to the
implementation of a quota system for theatrical releases of local films to the cinemas.
Film industry stakeholders including the MMPO, the Ministry of
Information, and exhibition representatives (most of them controlled by the Mingalar
Group) have been involved in shaping the system. First of all, all films made in
Myanmar, whether meant for direct-to-video or theatrical exhibition, have to receive
release approval from the Movie Standard Evaluation Group. Secondly, the quota
system for theatrical releases (known as car-gyi) specifies that only one Burmese
film can be shown at a time where the window of opportunity in the cinema for each
film ranges between two to a maximum of four weeks depending on its success at the
box office. The popularity of a film in its first week in the cinemas determines how
many weeks it will be allowed to continue to be screened. If the film is able to
generate seventy-five percent of the total box office in its first week of release, the
film will be given three more weeks for screening; if the film secures above fifty
percent of the box office it receives two additional weeks of screening; and in the
case where films generate between twenty-five and fifty percent they get an
additional week. In addition, most filmmakers and producers are looking to premiere
at the Thamada Cinema in central Yangon. The Thamada (which means President in
Burmese) was the most modern exhibition hall in South East Asia when it opened
back in the 1950s during the prosperous era of the Burmese film industry and has,
since then, preserved an aura of prestige despite the slow deterioration of the cinema
and film industry as a whole during the military rule. The cinema is now owned by
the Mingalar Group and has undergone modernization and it is an important venue
for filmmakers and producers because premiering at the Thamada is the only way
that a film will be considered as a candidate for the annual film awards, something
most commercial filmmakers in Myanmar aspire to. As a result of the quota system
the theatrical release output is limited to between twelve to twenty-four releases.
This number does not reflect the actual number of productions made annually. In
recent years, film production targeted at theatrical release has gone up, which means
that only a smaller portion of films produced each year is being released. The
consequence of the restriction on releases is that a bottleneck is created where films
ready for exhibition now have to queue up. According to some filmmakers the
waiting list for theatrical release includes more than eighty films, leading to a
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situation where filmmakers and producers have no influence on when their film will
premiere and now have to wait anywhere between one to three years before they get
a chance to release their films in the cinemas. Despite rumors that there are plans to
modify the system starting from 2016, so that two Burmese films can be screened at
the same time, does not fundamentally offset the drawbacks of this type of centrally
controlled exhibition system. (Htoo Paing Zaw Oo 2015 INT, Thu Thu Shein 2015
INT, Saw Zin Htaik 2015 INT).
One rationale behind the implementation of this kind of quota system
suggests that this is a method that seeks to secure producers of high budget
filmmaking a window of opportunity to recuperate their investment. According to the
MMPO the typical cost of a large-scale film production is around 100,000,000 kyats
(US$ 76,393.98) and a successful theatrical release can on average bring in
300,000,000 kyats in revenue, making the film profitable in the cinema circuit even
when box office earnings are shared with exhibitors19. The logic seems to be that
having just one Burmese production screened in the cinemas creates less competition
and thus makes film production a fairly safe investment. Controlling competition has
become an issue of concern in recent years, not least as a result of the fact that the
exhibition market was officially20 opened up to foreign films when economic
sanctions on Myanmar were dropped in 2012. The gradual opening of the market has
enabled predominantly Hollywood Blockbuster and Thai genre films, with
occasional appearances of Indian, Korean or Chinese film, to enter the exhibition
circuit along side local productions. On account of the official introduction of
competition from foreign content in the local cinemas and coupled with the
acknowledged decline in both the output and quality of local filmmaking since the
1980s, the strategy of dividing the market share through a quota system can be
considered as a precautionary strategy that tries to ensure continued local interest in
investing in local filmmaking. However, the fact that the design of the quota system
first and foremost seems to speak to the financial concerns of producers and
investors indicates another possible reason behind the implementation of the quota
system. The notion is that the influence on regulatory initiatives by the business elite
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  The splitting of box office profit between producers on the one side and cinemas on the other
follows a pattern over the potential four weeks of screening that split the profit 60/40, 50/50, 40/60.
20
Unofficially, popular foreign films from both the Asian region and Hollywood have been screened
in local cinemas for years as piracy content.	
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and cronies involved in the film industry suggests the attempt, by these stakeholders,
to control and divide the shares of the local film market. The Mingalar Group is a
key player involved in film production but more importantly it is slowly taking over
the control of the distribution and exhibition circuit, formerly controlled by the
regime, and so it has a keen interest in securing its business. Moreover, seen from the
perspective of filmmakers who are not backed by big corporations the quota system
along with the reintroduction of censorship does not exactly work to encourage
filmmakers to engage in film production meant for theatrical release. The uncertainty
about whether or not a script will be approved, along with the long standby time for
release, create conditions that facilitate the economic interest of investors and
subsequently the tendency to continue the replication of the type of filmmaking that
has already proved successful, rather than original and innovative explorations of the
film medium.
It is close to impossible to determine to what extent big business has been
able to influence recent regulatory initiatives to suit their interests. However,
examining the case of the quota system—as one of the first regulatory initiatives
developed in the post-military regime era and as a prime example of collaboration
between the government and representatives from the filmmaking community—
suggests that the underlying motivation behind the development of the quota system
involves both of the two rationales discussed. Of course, the process of
implementation of the quota system undoubtedly goes beyond the two rationales,
involving a complicated web of relations and interests among directly as well as
indirectly involved stakeholders. Needless to say, the case of the quota system as
framed above exemplifies the continued attempts not just to regulate but control the
film industry and thus highlights what is new and what is old in the changing
dynamics of political and economical powers characterizing the phase of
development in recent years.
The political system is undergoing a slow transformation where the military regime’s
position of absolute power and influence is in the process of being transferred to a
system that is supposed to be based on principles of rule of law, accountability and
transparency. The government’s collaboration with the MMPO on issues of new
regulation and the drafting of a new film law seems to support the sense of genuine
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progress toward more inclusive governance. However, the indications of a growing
influence of big business and a small elite of cronies as a new societal force taking
over much of the power and influence formally held by the regime, suggest that the
transition towards a new system of democratic governance is far from being realized.
Moreover, the MMPO and its organizational predecessor, as the only nongovernmental organization that has historically represented the industry in its
dealings with the changing military regimes, is not considered an impartial
representative of the filmmaking community by all its members. Historically
speaking, the approach of the organization as liaison with the regime has mostly been
cooperative, based on the necessity of having a line of communication within an
imposed client-patron relationship that would enable the filmmaking community to
deal with and influence the authorities. However, especially generations of younger
filmmakers entering the industry in recent years perceive the close relationship
developed between the MMPO and the Ministry of Information over the years as
very problematic. The MMPO is seen more as a special interest organization
representing the interests of a smaller group of filmmakers and producers working in
the commercial industry, which through its continued insistence on producing noncontroversial entertainment are seen as having close ties to commercial interests
represented by cronies and their regime allies. With the emergence of younger
generations of filmmakers since the 2000s who grew up in an era of increasing
awareness of social and political injustice and exposure to international filmmaking,
it was only a matter of time before a rejection of the commercial system of
filmmaking would manifest itself and lead to a division of the filmmaking
community in Myanmar. The fragmentation was already in the making before 2012
but the increase in freedom of speech granted to the public by the new government
has intensified the opposition while the influx of civil society organizations and
international NGO’s and their collaboration with a younger generation of filmmakers
have created the basis for the emergence of independent filmmaking in Myanmar.
This new type of filmmaking has evolved in opposition to the established,
government controlled, low quality commercial filmmaking and the inability and
lack of will among the central stakeholders to deal with obvious deficiencies in the
industry. That is to say, it is still unclear to what extent the authorities and other
dominant stakeholders in the industry are willing to commit to changes in the rules
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and regulations determining the scope of freedom of expression, creativity and
access to distribution and exhibition, that will allow for new types of filmmakers and
filmmaking to enter the film culture. Nevertheless, despite the hesitancy to make
comprehensive changes to the institutional, organizational, and regulatory framework
of the industry, independent filmmakers have emerged as new actors that has begun
to challenge the status quo through dedication to filmmaking as a creative art form
and vehicle of social change. It is to the recent development of activities and
initiatives by these especially younger generations of Burmese filmmakers that we
now turn, since their work marks the initiation of a bottom-up rather than top-down
attempt to alter the developmental path of the film culture in Myanmar.
Film Culture and Social Activism: The Emergence of Independent Filmmaking
The recent phenomenon of independent filmmakers is the result of the emergence of
a range of interrelated activities, which go beyond filmmaking as such and
encompass a diverse group of people, including both local and international actors.
The different initiatives and cinematic work created cannot be described as a closely
coordinated effort but rather as a variety of approaches by resourceful and
determined groups of people who in different ways seek to create a space for the
development of the Burmese film culture through capacity building, targeted at both
practitioners and audiences. While the initiatives are not directly interrelated many of
them nevertheless intersect in terms of the underlying agenda, strategies deployed
and envisioned impact. As we shall see, they share a commitment to the promotion
of critical and aesthetically innovative filmmaking that seeks to challenge the
continued control over and creative stagnation of the filmmaking milieu in Myanmar.
Moreover, it would be inaccurate to describe the indie filmmakers as a movement
based on a political and aesthetic program, as has been the case for many recognized
cinematic movements throughout the 20th century. While many of the individuals
involved in the shaping of the new indie trends grew up in the period marked by the
aftermath of the 1988 civilian revolt that saw the rise of a political opposition in
Myanmar, and while many of them are either supporters of the main opposition party
National League of Democracy or express a personal admiration and support for the
struggle of the party’s leader Aung San Suu Kyi, the commitment of the indie
practitioners is not to a political party or ideology as such, but to the advocacy of
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fundamental changes to the socio-political landscape in Myanmar. The impression
one gets is that the common ground shared by the independent filmmakers at the
moment is the general commitment to the advocacy of liberal and democratic values,
which at its core insists on the artist’s right to freedom of expression. As a result, it is
possible to talk about a movement or loosely defined community in the sense that
most of these filmmakers see themselves as independent from and in opposition to
the established political regime and the social order characterized by continued
dominance of a small political and economic elite – an elite that also continues to
control the film industry. The goal is to challenge the status quo of the top-down
controlled film industry through a range of bottom-up strategies enabling
practitioners to explore and develop new kinds of filmmaking that create socially
relevant and culturally engaging art.
As the above suggests, the oppositional attitude of the independent
filmmakers has meant that they are operating outside the established commercial
system of filmmaking and regulation. This situation raises the question of how
independent filmmaking was able to emerge in the first place, considering the fact
that both the film and the video industry continue to be subjected to censorship by
the government while funding for filmmaking outside the commercial realm was
pretty much unprecedented. The answer to this question is related to the slow
transformation of the political system initiated in the 2000s but especially after 2010
and the reemergence of independent civil society activities and the influx of
international non-governmental organizations in this period. The role of these
developments in relation to the emergence of independent filmmaking will be
explored in more detail below as we take a closer look at the different ways in which
the movement has been able to carve out a space for the initiation of filmmaking
based on a commitment to an artistic and critical freedom of expression.
The development of capacity building initiatives since the mid-2000s has played a
crucial role in nurturing a new approach to filmmaking in Myanmar that is trying to
reestablish this creative domain with artistic aspirations based on talent and skills in
collaboration with the understanding that most good filmmaking takes time to
produce. Essential to the effort of these initiatives has been the funding provided by
foreign institutions as well as the fruitful collaboration between foreign institutions
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and individuals and younger generations of aspiring filmmakers. Considering the
prospect of Myanmar’s transition into an open and market-based economy, the role
of film education will play a pivotal role for the prospect of the development and
sustainability of a successful Burmese film industry (at home and abroad). The
resources that will fuel the possibility of creative and commercial progress are not
predicated uniquely on investments in film production, distribution or exhibition,
important as these may be, but must include dedication and an ongoing focus on
fostering skilled talent based on practical and theoretical training that encourages the
exploration of diverse and innovative approaches to filmmaking. Since education and
training represent a key area crucial to the positive development of the film sector in
Myanmar it becomes necessary to survey the current state of this sector and the
prospects of development.
Film Training and Educational Developments
The field of film education and training on a global scale has been thoroughly
examined in the two volume project entitled The Education of the Filmmaker in
Africa, The Middle East, and the Americas and The Education of the Filmmaker in
Europe, Australia and Asia (Hjort 2013) bringing together scholar’s/practitioner’s
accounts from countries around the world. The diversity of societal contexts and
models of training and education represented in the two volumes make it clear that
besides the more traditional modes of film education such as apprenticeship,
conservatoire style or industry-oriented film schools, and university based programs
in film studies and production (initially developed in Europe and America),
workshops have become an increasingly important model of practice-based film
educations. This development is especially the case in relation to developing
countries where locally-based filmmaking has encountered a variety of systematic
and operational challenges from the larger social, political, and economic context. As
a result, transnational linkages and cross-cultural affiliations have become central
factors underlying approaches adapted by (some) local stakeholders in the attempts
to change the status quo. The Burmese context is a case in point, since a range of
different sites, types, and modes of operation has been applied with the intention of
challenging the established system of power within and surrounding the local film
industry.
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Two institutions, FAMU (Film and TV School of the Academy of
Performing Arts in Prague) and the Yangon Film School have been central
institutional actors in the field of film education and training. Considering the
difference in the ways that these two institutions relate to the local Burmese context
we can make some rough but useful distinctions between various models of
institutional and organizational setups that facilitate different types of approaches to
film education while also being informed by certain types of pedagogical
philosophies.
The first type is the foreign-driven and -funded, short term workshop model: i.e.
workshops conducted in Myanmar by a foreign-funded governmental institution or
non-governmental organization that makes film education in the local Burmese
context one of its objectives. The involvement of the renowned Czech film school
FAMU in the development of some of the first training workshops for independent
filmmakers in Myanmar is the prime example of this model. The model is based on
the importing of resources in terms of educational expertise, filmmaking know-how,
and hardware supported by financial resources from the foreign institution. In this
model the local recipients have no executive control over and only a little influence
on the educational approach taken in the workshop. Despite the uneven relationship
between the local and foreign parties involved, which puts the foreign part in control
of the types and processes of engagement, the approach nevertheless makes sense for
all parties involved. From the outset there exists a mutual understanding that a
situation of fundamental deficiency in terms of know-how prevails, where foreigners
can bring much wanted knowledge and expertise in terms of updated, qualified, and
experienced teaching. This type of educational setup can be considered a form of
intervention that seeks to challenge the state of affairs, which in the case of Myanmar
was a situation that by the 2000s had become an apparent state of deteriorating
filmmaking quality.
The initial groundwork for FAMU involvement was laid in 2003 when the
Japanese writer and art curator Keiko Sei, working with a diverse group of local
artists, began to introduce European filmmaking and film history to interested
participants at informal gatherings. The growing interest in film as an art form and
the possibility of exploring new and alternative styles of filmmaking led to the
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initiation of the first practice-based filmmaking workshop in 2006 as a collaboration
between FAMU, the Czech embassy in Myanmar and the French Institute Burma.
Other workshops organized by foreign embassies followed but many of the them
conducted in the 2000s could not be organized openly and the local participants
could not shoot freely as the military regime was bent on controlling all filmmaking
in the country, in particular the type of filmmaking trying to depict the realities of
life in Myanmar. It is worth noting that the mode of documentary filmmaking never
developed into a stable tradition in Burma/Myanmar. Despite the fact that some of
the earliest examples of filmmaking in Myanmar are documentaries and this mode of
filmmaking was used to create anti-colonial films in the 1920s and 1930s, the artistic
exploration and creative development of documentary filmmaking all but
disappeared during the period of military rule. However, as we enter the 2000s the
uncertainty about the regime’s response to the workshop initiatives and the
constraints put on local participants did not stop these initial attempts. Moreover, the
regime seemed willing to let the activities continue as long as they could monitor the
development. A window of opportunity seemed to manifest itself and after the initial
success of the first FAMU workshop, the school would continue its engagement in
Myanmar through the organization of regular practice-oriented workshops with a
particular focus on documentary filmmaking. Moreover, FAMU has further
expanded its engagement in capacity building through a range of other activities.
This includes the initiation of an annual scholarship program funded by the Czech
Ministry of Foreign Affairs that since 2008 has enabled one or two promising
Burmese talents to study filmmaking at the renowned film school in Prague. The
young Burmese filmmakers Thu Thu Shein and Thaiddhi were the first to receive the
scholarship and they would later go on to found the first film festival in Myanmar as
a result of their experience attending film festivals in Europe. FAMU has also been
involved in the publishing of guides to filmmaking such as the The Seven Minute
Screenplay, which has been translated into Burmese and provided to the independent
filmmaking community. From 2011 onwards FAMU, together with the French
Institute Burma, became the key source of financial support and professional
assistance for the Wathann film fest; and the Czech film school would in 2014 also
help produce The Monk, the first feature length independent fiction film in Myanmar,
directed by The Maw Naing based on a script by Aung Min. The film has not
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received theatrical release in Myanmar but has instead toured numerous international
film festivals receiving favorable reviews for its portrayal of a young Burmese monk
struggling to decide between continuing the ascetic and spiritual life in the monastery
or the mundane city life with the girl he loves.
While the primary focus of the FAMU filmmaking workshops has been on
practice-based capacity building, enabling the Burmese participants to try out
different areas of filmmaking and eventually starting to specialize within a favored
profession of interest like directing, cinematography, editing etc., FAMU has also
brought a specific type of educational philosophy to the workshops, which underpins
the efforts of creating artistically and critically engaged filmmakers. Following
Duncan Petrie’s examination of the institutional development of film schools (Petrie
2010), FAMU exemplifies the conservatoire-style film school that emerged in
Europe and became widespread on the continent after the Second World War. As
such, FAMU is infused with a tradition of pedagogy that seeks to develop
filmmakers based on a combination of practical training conducted by experienced
filmmakers combined with the nurturing of the intellectual and cultural education of
the filmmaker. That is to say, the educational philosophy sees the development of
practical skills as going hand-in-hand with the cultivation of historical knowledge of
filmmaking styles and genres as well as social consciousness so as to create
“culturally-aware film-makers able to address their audience in such a way as ‘to
make them understand the world they live in in order to make it better’.” (Ibid., 36).
Consequently, the high level of practical skills and the pedagogical philosophy
represented by FAMU is well matched with the wishes of the emerging independent
film milieu to receive international standard practical training that coincides with
their artistic aspiration and an activist understanding of the role of filmmaking in
society.
Another example of this type of workshop training that is worth mentioning
is the less than one week long Human Rights and Visual Storytelling Advocacy
workshop conducted in Yangon for the first time in June of 2014, as a collaboration
between the local office of the British Council, the non-government organization
WITNESS focusing on Human Right advocacy through digital media, and the
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Huston School of Film and Digital Media in Galway, Ireland21. The workshop was
repeated in June 2015, once again bringing a team of international filmmakers and
human rights advocates to Yangon, all of whom collaborated with local expertise in
the areas of human rights advocacy, allowing a group of fifteen local participants to
engage in a combination of practical training, film screenings, and discussions about
films and human rights advocacy. The focus on human rights in this workshop
initiative coincides with the focus of the Human Rights Human Dignity International
Film Festival (HRHDIFF) and collaboration has also been established between the
two initiatives with the inclusion of film festival director Min Htin Ko Ko Gyi as one
of the workshop speakers. Moreover, Min Htin Ko Ko Gyi has also initiated
filmmaking workshops as part of his attempt to develop the HRHDIFF platform and
while there are similarities in both thematic focus and organizational setup between
the two human rights oriented workshops they nevertheless differ in crucial ways,
which brings us to the next model in the educational set up.
Collaboratively Driven, Locally-based, Foreign Funded, Longer-term Film Training.
The workshop conducted in relation to HRHDIFF is similar to that of the workshop
model described above due to the fact that the existence of the festival as well as
workshop is dependent on the financial support of foreign institutions and
organizations. However, a crucial difference is that HRHDIFF as a combined
training and capacity building initiative is permanently based in Myanmar, organized
and administered by local stakeholders who have a lasting interest and stake in the
development of the local film culture. This is an important distinction since the shortterm workshop-based training by foreign institutions situated outside Myanmar
involves a precarious model in the sense that the training opportunities are highly
dependent on funding priorities, budget constraints, and political agendas within
institutions and organizations outside Myanmar. Such financial priorities can easily
change, making this type of film training a temporary model that as a platform for
education can disappear as fast as it arrived. Even though the HRHDIFF training
program is also dependent on both financial support from foreign donors and
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  The workshop is part of an ongoing initiative under the Irish Centre for Human Right, which has
been conducting summer schools at the National University of Ireland, Galway of ten consecutive
years focusing on human rights advocacy through audiovisual media.
(http://www.britishcouncil.org.mm/human-rights-workshop)	
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international training expertise, some of the key Western supporters are foreign
institutions, and organizations are in fact situated more permanently in Myanmar and
have as part of their mission in the country to support the development of an open
and democratic society22. In addition, the organizational set up of the HRHDIFF
workshop focuses on a longer period of training running over several months, which
allows the young participants to develop their skills in more depth than is possible in
shorter periodic workshops. The main point here is that the workshop conducted
under Min Htin Ko Ko Gyi’s Human Rights Institute is a component of a more
comprehensive strategy of the HRHDIFF that seeks to change the development of
the Burmese film cultures through the establishment of a new locally-based
institutional and organizational framework that has as part of its activities a focus on
practice-based film education.
The Yangon Film School (YFS) is the other and arguably most crucial
example of this model where the approach to film training is embedded in a strategy
of permanent locally-based institution building. The idea of creating the school was
conceived by filmmaker Lindsey Merrison and the first filmmaking training was
conducted in 2005 at a workshop called “The Art of Documentary Filmmaking”
where twelve young participants were introduced to the practice of documentary
filmmaking. As noted earlier, the military regime did not welcome film-training
initiatives, whether informal activities or formal workshops organized by foreign
individuals or organizations partnering with Western embassies in Yangon during the
2000s. Consequently, participation was a potential risk for filmmakers since the
authorities heavily monitored these activities.
Interestingly, the establishment of the Yangon Film School went through a
formal process of approval when Merrison sought official permission from the
authorities to create the school and received it (Merrison 2012). Her attempt to get
official approval was indeed an extraordinary occasion as it is highly unlikely that a
foreigner, in the environment of severe authoritarian media control characterizing the
2000s, would be able to approach the regime and get approval to initiate film training
in the country, let alone establish an autonomous film educational institution.
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  The supports and donors of HRHDIFF include a range of Western embassy, cultural relationship
institutions and aid organizations as such the British Embassy and the British Council; the Canadian
Embassy; The Czech Embassy; Goethe Institute, Germany; the Swedish Embassy, the Embassy of the
United States of America and the United States Agency of International Development.	
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However, around the time of Merrison’s request in the mid-2000s, as discussed in
the previous chapter, the decline in the quality of Burmese filmmaking was
beginning to be recognized by film industry stakeholders, and this can very well have
been one factor that contributed to the cooperative attitude by the authorities, who, in
Merrison, encountered a filmmaker and creative producer with a long international
track record of achievement in filmmaking. Moreover, and perhaps even more
importantly, as Merrison describes it, her ability to convince the authorities was in all
likelihood predicated on the fact that she is of Burmese descent on her mother’s side
(Merrison 2015 INT). Her distinctive profile created access to and goodwill from the
authorities in ways no foreigner would be able to achieve. Given a situation
recognized as calling for change, the regime was willing to allow the school to run as
long as it could monitor its activities.
Since the initial workshop in 2005 the school has developed a range of
training activities based on the workshop format as in the case of most other training
initiatives. Different workshops run from two to seven weeks at the school’s
facilities in Yangon or in other venues suitable for the specific activities of the
workshops and each workshop “comprise[s] a mixture of classroom instruction,
practical exercises, tutorials, screenings and discussions with the aim of helping
participants to develop a compassionate yet critical eye for the world around them.”
(Yangon Film School). As the quote from the school’s website indicates, the
educational objectives of training activities resonate with the philosophy represented
by FAMU and the conservatoire-style pedagogical approach to film education. Also,
as in the case of FAMU, documentary filmmaking has from the outset been the focal
point of attention, enabling participants to develop skills within all the major aspects,
from screenwriting, over directing to sound design and the editing of documentaries
(Merrison 2012). More recently workshops dealing with fictional filmmaking have
also become a key component of the school’s educational focus.
What distinguishes the Yangon Film School from other training initiatives
in Myanmar is that the education at the school is envisioned to be comprehensive,
based on a curriculum and three-year study program. Students must complete five
different training workshops and a graduation film before they can successfully
graduate from the school and they have an additional option of attending a teach-totrain program that will enable them to become part of the school’s team of trainers.
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The teach-to-train program highlights a very important strategy of the school, which
is to create local teaching capacity. While many of the workshops continue to be
conducted by a group of foreign filmmaking professionals who have become an
integrated part of the school, former students are slowly transiting into the role of
tutors and trainers, creating a dynamic mix between international and local input in
the workshops. It is not unusual for practice-based training at the school to mix
groups of new students with more experienced ones in relation to the completion of
film productions enabling a peer-to-peer apprenticeship mode of training to develop
(Yangon Film School 2014). This is a very constructive strategy, among other things,
because it addresses the problem of language barriers between foreign teachers and
local participants and thus creates the opportunity for more local people actually to
participate in the workshops. Moreover, it helps build the pool of know-how and
expertise among local practitioners that will slowly allow the film milieu to become
less dependent on foreign assistance and thus enhancing the sustainability of the
local filmmaking practices.
The school has also established a production unit, Yangon Film Service and
Production, which since 2006 has produced content for a range of local and
international non-governmental organizations in the country. The production unit has
given some students a chance to get more work experience after graduating from the
school. Finally, the school has a permanent management and administrative team in
Myanmar, which is a mix of local employees, some former students, managing the
activities in Yangon. They work in tandem with the international head quarter’s
office situated in Berlin, overseeing and planning the workshops as well as
promoting the school and the work of the students on an international level.
In its ten years of existence the school has continuously increased its activities,
which was further enabled by the new reform path taken in 201123. An overview of
the activities in 2013 gives a good indication of the central development goals for the
school as an educational institution as well as the level of performance that the
school has been able to reach working in an uncertain socio-political and economic
context. According to the annual report covering 2013 the school:
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  From 2011 the School no long had to get permission from the government to implement their
courses. 	
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… provide[d] 108 days of training to a total of 50 people
from nine different ethnicities and two religions … produced
11 films and 16 screenplays and continued the school’s ‘teach
to train’ initiative with graduates from previous YFS courses
training their Myanmar peers alongside the School’s team of
international tutors. The School also continued to train its
Management Team – which expanded again in 2013 to a total
of 11 … in order to prepare the organization for the proposed
handover to a local management team in 2016. (Ibid., 1)
As the above description of the school’s activities suggests, the Yangon Film School
was founded and has continuously developed with the intention of creating a lasting
contribution to the local filmmaking milieu. Moreover, the institutional and
organizational framework implemented, both in terms of the managerial and
educational approach, has been geared, firstly, in an intelligent way to adapt to the
challenges of training that involve transnational interaction in an unstable social
context, and secondly, towards the transition of control of the institution to local
stakeholders in Myanmar.
Of course, institution building of this sort does not occur totally without
frictions among the central stakeholders involved. One issue that generates some
disagreement is the fact that the school owns the copyright to the films made by
students at the school, to the regret of some students, who feel they do not receive
fair credits for there work. It is understandable that young and ambitious filmmakers
want to be duly rewarded for their work, however, at that same time it is necessary to
consider the pragmatism of the school’s approach. First of all, the practice of film
schools to retain copyright of content produced during enrollment at the school is a
common practice among film schools around the world. Besides, the fact that
producers rather than practitioners/artists own the rights to specific content is
business as usual in the film industry no matter what end of the commercialindependent spectrum of filmmaking one engages with, and as such, one of the cruel
realities that most filmmakers have to face if they want to continue working as
filmmakers. Secondly, the productions made by the school’s students and the
exposure and success some of them receive in the international film festival circuit
become an important component of the school’s continued attempt to raise funding
internationally, which is still essential for the school’s continued existence. Despite
this example of disagreement, the overall approach taken and results generated by
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the Yangon Film School in its first ten years of existence stand as a formidable
example of what can be achieved under very difficult economic and socio-political
circumstance when the right ideas, approaches and people come together.
Lastly, the question surrounding funding raised above brings us to the
consideration of two central pre-conditions under which the educational framework
has developed as well as the prospect of future developments in this area. These preconditions relate to the funding scheme and pedagogical approach of the school.
First, it is worth noting that the statement from the school about the workshop setup,
briefly sketched out in the quote above, closely mirrors the practical approach and
teaching philosophy of the conservatoire-style pedagogical framework developed in
Europe. As such, the institutional and conceptual framework defining the school’s
work reflects the traditions of film education in the Western world. Since the school
is dependent on international funding, the institutional setup and fundamental ideas
informing the work being done, do of course play an important role when the school
seeks funding. Funding becomes a particularly difficult challenge for this kind of
larger scale educational institution building, especially when the local government
does not present itself as a proactive and supportive collaborator. The scale of the
budget needed to keep an institutional framework like that of the Yangon Film
School running, with ongoing activities throughout the year, means that the number
of funding schemes available becomes considerably smaller. As a result, funding
represents a continuous challenge that makes the development prospects of the
school difficult to determine. Most recently, in 2013, the school was able to secure a
grant of 1,000,000€ from the European Union enabling the continuation of the
school’s study program over three years. However, as the activity of programming is
envisioned to continuously expand in depth and scope as well as into new fields24,
additional funding needs to be obtained from other sources (Yangon Film School
2014). Looking toward the possible handover of the school to local management
raises the question of how funding will be obtained in the future and to what extent
the local stakeholders, when gaining more influence and ownership over the
development of the school, should also receive a larger stake in securing the
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  New initiatives include: A travelling Cinema Project, which will bring YFS productions around the
country; A Feature Screenplay Development Program; Investigative Documentary Course and
Fellowship for Advanced Students; and the Myanmar Cinema Heritage Project focusing on restoration
of classic Burmese cinema.	
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necessary funding for the school. As of now these are open questions, however,
issues dealing with how the positive trends in the organizational and institutional
development of the independent film sector, predominantly facilitated by foreign
intervention, can be secured in the long-term relate to the question of what the
additional film training institutions situated in the Burmese context are like and what
kind of approach they take.
Until now we have focused on film training initiatives and capacity building that has
been made possible on account of foreign involvement. The initiatives examined
above represent some of the most comprehensive and impactful changes that the film
culture in Myanmar has experienced in the last ten years. Nevertheless, we also need
to consider training and capacity building predominantly made by and for local film
industry stakeholders. We can, following the terminology devised, call this type
Locally-driven, based, and funded, short or longer-term film training. The extent of
these efforts during the past ten years has been meager and it can be seen, as
described in the previous chapter, as an effect of a combination of factors including
the long lasting prevalence of severe censorship of filmmaking, cultural isolation,
economic stagnation, and the reliance on the apprenticeship approach to training in
the industry. Nevertheless, a couple of initiatives by local stakeholders have emerged
which need to be briefly highlighted as they reflect attempts by central stakeholders
to create a locally organized and taught film training and education program.
The first attempt in the 2000s to create an institutional and organizational
setup providing film education based on local efforts and funded by local
stakeholders was initiated in 2007 when the military regime decided to open a film
program at the National University of Art and Culture in Yangon. The film program
is called Cinematography and Drama and offers Bachelor degree level and
postgraduate diploma studies. It is difficult to get information about the type of
education and training being conducted at universities and only little, if any, foreign
influence or collaboration is allowed. This situation is a result of the historical role
that universities have played in Burma/Myanmar as a hotbed for anti-authoritarian
uprising, from anti-British demonstrations in the 1930s to the 1988 uprising, with
higher education in Myanmar continuing subsequently to be strictly controlled and
monitored by the authorities. The shifting military junta’s control of the universities
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dating back to 1962, and the attempts to prevent the spread of anti-regime sentiments
among the student body has been a major factor shaping the development of
university education. Hence, the principles of academic standards and approaches to
teaching and learning have been subjugated to severe constraints and setbacks and
the specific educational setup of the film program at the university seems to provide
an alarming example of the continued stifling of higher education in Myanmar.
Former students of the film program describe how many of the teachers
conducting the teaching had no prior practical or theoretical knowledge about
filmmaking. Apparently, when the program was initiated, teachers already working
at the university but in other disciplines were selected to teach the students in the
new film program. While some guest teachers who are experienced senior
filmmakers from the Burmese film industry have been invited to supplement
teaching by the university academic staff, the overall combination of the use of
outdated reading material, production equipment and teaching leaves much to be
desired. In fact, in some cases university teachers from the film program have
participated in training workshops offered by the Yangon Film School in an attempt
to enhance their knowledge and qualifications. As a result of the obvious deficiencies
of the film program there have been attempts to encourage the university to initiate
collaboration with FAMU, which has shown interest in teaming up with the
university in an effort to develop and enhance the quality of the teaching. However,
the university has not responded to the suggestion and the program apparently
continues to run under the same standards and method of operation that it was
initially conceived under. Today, it is common knowledge among many members of
the local film milieu that the film program at the National University of Art and
Culture is operating under a range of inhibiting constraints. The attitude among
stakeholders working in the film industry, and particularly those who have dedicated
themselves to challenging the status quo of the institutional and organizational
structures of the industry, consider the importance of the educational efforts of the
university in its current form negligible within the larger picture of the current
development of Burmese filmmaking.
The case of the film program at the National University of Art and Culture
is an example of the attempt by the regime to establish its own version of an
educational platform for film training. However, as some of the most fundamental
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principles determining the prospect of productive learning and teaching have been
undermined by the political agenda of the authoritarian regime, within an education
sector that has been controlled, degraded, and sealed off from the international
developments in higher education for half a century, neither the result nor the
response from the film milieu is surprising. Unfortunately, the legacy and negative
impact of the regime’s take over of the higher education sector is still determining
the educational development and we have to look towards private initiatives in the
local context to find more promising examples of capacity building initiatives by
local stakeholders.
One such initiative is The Laurel Art Academy established in 2012. The
renowned film director Kyi Soe Tun runs the academy in collaboration with other
senior members of the Burmese film industry, some of whom have also played an
important role in the organizational work for the MMPO in recent decades, including
Grace Swe Zin Htaik. The academy, like other initiatives described, was founded as
a result of the recognition of the lack of quality of film training in the country and the
objective of the school is to provide young people between sixteen and twenty-five
years of age with basic filmmaking skills in directing, acting, scriptwriting,
camerawork, and digital editing. The Academy wishes to reach out to a broad
number of young people and besides accepting tuition paying students the school
also offers scholarships to disadvantaged students who wish to pursue filmmaking.
Burmese instructors who are experienced film practitioners teach the classes which
are conducted in the weekends over a 10-month period (Nuam Bawi 2012). The
school has a high intake of new students each year, from the growing population of
young people dreaming of entering the film industry to famous directors or film
stars. However, due to the fact that the school only provides part-time teaching
during weekends, the school has experienced a high drop out rate during the course
of the year. Nevertheless, a positive aspect of the efforts of the academy is that it
provides an example of senior members of the film milieu in Myanmar attempting to
build a locally-based platform for filmmaking capacity building where few other
established options are available.
Another example of locally produced institution building that aims at
educating younger generations of Burmese to enter the audiovisual industry is the
institute called Myanmar Media Development Center (MMDC). The Asia-Pacific
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Institute of Broadcast Development played an important role in setting up the
MMDC, which was established as a non-profit institute in 2009, as a joint venture
between the Ministry of Information and the private media corporation Forever
Group, which owns the public access (free-to-air) television station MRTV 4. The
possibility of developing the market of television programming has increased since
the reform period was initiated in 2011 and the Forever Group is the leading player
in the business, adding a long list of subscription and digital channels to its free-toair channels. The changing conditions in the media sector that enabled an expansion
of the activities in the business of television meant that there was a need for more
skilled manpower in the field. As a recognition of this fact the MMDC began in 2012
to offer short and longer term educational programs with a focus on training students
in a range of fields related to television production, including screenwriting, digital
video editing and digital camera work. Though the initiative is not directly targeting
the development of filmmaking skills in a narrow sense, the training opportunity
provided by the MMDC, which enables students to learn how to use the newest
hardware and software related media production, does nevertheless contribute to the
overall advancement and qualification of the media related work force.
Apart from the initiatives highlighted above there is a variety of locallybased community service, civil society organizations as well as INGOs, who either
offer film related training or hire local filmmakers to produce content for their
organization. One example of the former, which deserves a brief note, is the
emergence of community-based schools for young talents. This type of training
environment invites young people who wish to develop their acting skills to
participate in workshops and seminars conducted on a voluntary basis by
experienced practitioners who share their knowledge and insights with the young
generations. The workshops introduce the students to different aspects of the craft of
acting, which includes a focus on methods of acting, based on Buddhist conceptions
of human behavior and an introduction to public relations strategies for actors and
how they can develop their public persona so as to live up to public expectations.
With the reference to the MMDC and the School of Young Talents our
exploration of the contemporary field of film training and education related to the
local film culture in Myanmar comes to an end. The sphere of training and education
and the various types of institutional and organizational efforts developed since the
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mid-2000s represent one of the most significant changes to the make-up of the film
culture in Myanmar. However, parallel with the film educational focus, the initiation
in recent years of a range of independent film festivals and related activities has
played a supportive role as an organizational framework that has facilitated the
emergence of independent filmmaking. It is to this type of initiatives we now turn.
Film Festivals as Capacity Building
Since 2011 no fewer than six different film festivals have emerged with the intention
of establishing a footing in Myanmar. This includes: Wathann Film Festival (WFF),
Art of Freedom Film Festival, Human Rights Human Dignity International Film
Festival (HRHDIFF), Memory Film Festival, Yangon LGBT Film Festival and
Myanmar Youth Film Festival. While not all of these festivals have been able to
become recurring events the sudden and unprecedented mushrooming of film
festivals within just five years has changed the landscape of the film culture in
Myanmar.
As the names of the festivals indicate, they all have different foci and
objectives that revolve around specific social groups or themes. A couple of festivals
focus on the creation of awareness, on the acceptance of and respect for universal
rights and minority groups; others focus on the promotion of young filmmakers and
new types of filmmaking; and some focus on the promotion of film heritage and film
preservation as in the case of Memory Film Festival. The film festivals all contribute
to the diversification of the Burmese film culture by bringing different voices and
agendas to the attention of the public, enabling local filmmakers and audiences to
engage in dialogue with a broad scope of socially relevant issues formerly censored
by the regime. The film festivals become a new socio-cultural space for the
promotion of non-commercial local and international filmmaking unable to get a
footing in commercial exhibition. In this space, an open and uncensored dialogue
between citizens is enabled, one promoting social inclusion rather than exclusion for
both filmmakers and audience. In the following I will center my analysis on two
festivals, WFF and Human Rights and Human Dignity International Film Festival.
These are, at this point, the two longest run and most well established film festivals
in Myanmar. More importantly, the ground breaking work of these specific festivals
are making an immense contribution to the initial development of the sphere of
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independent filmmaking and film viewing, as a result of the dedication of the local
organizers and foreign supporters.
WFF was conceived by a group of young Burmese filmmakers in 201125 after the
new political regime was in place and political and economical reform was initiated.
The name Wathann, is the Burmese name for ‘rainy season,’ the festival taking place
during the monsoon season, and is the first film festival to be launched in
Burma/Myanmar. The festival grew out of the idea of creating a space for the
exhibition of independent filmmaking and the young festival founders were inspired
by a range of European film festivals that they had attended. Their wish was to create
a similar platform in Myanmar where they could screen their films. As festival
director Thu Thu Shein expresses it in her introduction to the third edition of the
festival in 2013:
As Wathann Filmfest aims to promote independent films
and filmmaking in Myanmar, it will select and screen
independent films made by young Myanmar filmmakers.
Currently, there is limited opportunity and space in
Myanmar to screen short films and documentaries
artistically and independently made. On the other hand, the
number of cinemas is decreasing. Wathann Filmfest is
determined to get over these difficulties and hopes to
become a new wave of independent film movement in
Myanmar. (Wathann Film Festival 2013, 4)
The first edition of the festival in 2011 was a modest setup where a smaller group of
local filmmakers met in the evening and screened their films at a small outdoor
venue in Yangon. The event did not receive much attention from the public beyond
the small community of independent filmmakers and as Thu Thu Shein explains,
they were in fact not permitted by the authorities to create a festival as such but only
to screen their films, on the condition of initial approval by the authorities (2015
INT). The first edition of WFF was in a crucial way a trial run that tested the very
fragile, if not, non-existing level of mutual trust between the independent filmmakers
and the authorities and anxious tension loomed over the event, as the organizers were
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  The four co-founders and main festival team include Aung Ko Ko, Thaiddhi, Myo Min Khin, and
Thu Thu Shein.	
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poignantly aware of government officials monitoring the proceedings. However, in
the end the festival was completed without interference from the authorities, creating
the belief among the organizers that it would be possible to continue the festival the
following year.
Since then, the organizers have developed a programming that focuses on
the screening of independent short fiction and documentary films made by local
filmmakers supplemented by an international selection. The selected productions
compete in three main categories: Short Fiction, Documentary Film, and New
Vision. In addition, to the contemporary focus of the festival, each year sees the
programming of a classic Burmese movie, under the program heading “Memory.”
The inclusion of a retrospective element gives the festival audience a rare chance to
experience one of the many popular films made during the golden era of Burmese
cinema from the 1950s-1970s.
Participating in the festival enables independent filmmakers to present their
films and interact with the audience in the following Q&A session where they
discuss their artistic work with the audience. The formal and conceptual styles of the
short films made by local filmmakers are diverse and reflect the willingness of the
young practitioners to explore the film medium in an attempt to deal creatively,
critically, and poetically with stories, many of them reflecting real life issues.
Whether fiction or documentary, most films portray a broad range of social or
personal issues such as the causes and effects of crime, drug addition, poverty, or the
struggle of life in different parts of the country.
The screening of the first feature length documentary Nargis: When Time
Stopped Breathing (2010) at the second edition of the festival in 2012 captures the
spirit that drives many independent filmmakers and how WFF becomes an important
platform that supports their ambitions. A group of young practitioners made the
documentary, most of them having attended practical training at the Yangon Film
School. The school was also involved in the film as some of the school’s
international teachers mentored the young local filmmakers and produced the film.
The documentary portrays the aftermath of the devastating effects of the tropical
cyclone Nargis when it hit the Ayeyarwaddy delta in the Southern part of Myanmar
in May 2008, killing thousands of people, leaving survivors homeless and without
help from a government unable to respond resourcefully to the natural disaster.
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Foreign states and aid organizations ready to provide assistance to the state and much
needed help to the affected people were not allowed to enter the country. However,
despite the attempts of the regime to control the flow of information about the
consequences of the disaster and its own inability to respond effectively to the
situation, the young filmmakers ventured into the area to document the aftermath of
Nargis. Director Maung Myint Aung and cameraman Thaiddhi described what drove
the team to make the film at the Q&A session after the screening at WFF 2012:
What could we do? Our friends and other groups were
going to help in the delta. We wanted to do something as
filmmakers, that’s why we went there too. … At first we
didn’t actually intend to make a film. As documentary
filmmakers we felt is was our duty to make a record of what
was happening. It was only later that we decided to make
the film. (Shin Daewe 2012).
As the filmmakers’ responses indicate, their commitment to filmmaking is closely
connected to a sense of social responsibility and moral conviction that filmmaking
can and should make a difference in society. However, in a social context defined by
oppression and censorship such ideas and convictions were for many years
dangerous to express openly. The film had in fact been screened on many occasions
before it was shown at WFF in 2012, as the film began to travel the international film
festival circuit already in 2010. But the screening at WFF was a special occasion as
this was the first time that its was shown publicly in Myanmar, with a credit
sequence added that presented the real names of the team behind the film. The
filmmakers had until 2012 feared the reaction and possible retaliation of the
government and had therefor decided to conceal their identities to protect
themselves.
The affiliation of the Wathann Film Festival organizers and the independent
filmmaking milieu with FAMU and the Yangon Film School is an important
prerequisite for the establishment of the festival. The involvement of FAMU, both in
terms of initiating much needed training opportunities and providing encouragement,
mentoring, and financial support, has been instrumental in the emergence of a
community of independent filmmakers and the establishment of a platform of
connection with the Burmese public. As mentioned, the Yangon Film School has
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also played a pivotal role in the nurturing of the independent film milieu. The main
difference is that while FAMU’s engagement is based on regular but sporadic shortterm workshops conducted by institutional support from outside Myanmar, YFS on
the other hand, as we have seen, has developed as an initiative that is aiming to
create a lasting locally-based institutional platform for the continued development
and support of independent filmmaking in Myanmar. The central role played by YFS
is only indirectly connected to the area of film festivals and it is sufficient to note
here that the agendas of FAMU and YFS intersect in terms of their focus on capacity
building and that the founding of WFF creates a platform that supports the continued
endeavor of these activities.
As described above the establishment of WFF is the result of the
combination of the dedicated work of members of the independent film milieu and
the encouragement and continued financial support of a range of foreign institutions.
As such, WFF, under the current socio-political context of political reforms, is now
in the process of establishing itself as an important organizational space for the
support and encouragement of the locally-based independent film milieu in terms of
both creative practices and critical approaches to filmmaking in Myanmar. WFF,
however, is not the only festival to have emerged in rent years with the intention of
challenging the state of affairs of the film industry and even more so the sociopolitical environment at large.
The Human Rights Human Dignity International Film Festival (HRHDIFF) is the
other central example. The festival was initiated in 2013 and has in its only three
years of existence developed to become the largest film festival in Myanmar. To
understand what prompted the establishment of this festival and the agenda
motivating the organizers we have to start by backtracking to events occupying the
year prior to its creation, when another film festival event took place.
In January 2012 the Art of Freedom Film Festival was organized in Yangon
championing the slogan “free art, free thought, freedom”, as the first large scale
attempt to create a cultural event in Myanmar that would test the limits of free
expression promised by the newly elected government. As described above, the first
edition of Wathann had already tested the tolerance of the authorities just a few
months earlier, however, time the public event was much larger, bringing together
	
  

248	
  

	
  
commercial as well as independent filmmakers. Moreover, the event was conceived
by a group of prominent oppositional figures headed by the famous Burmese
comedian and filmmaker Zarganar, who had been a victim of political imprisonment
as a result of his satirical work. In addition, the event was sponsored by Aung San
Suu Kyi and a group of foreign filmmakers and as such the festival was an indirect
confrontation between the main political forces in Myanmar, where the liberaldemocratic opposition saw the opportunity to test the new, but still military led,
government in the public sphere, with the potential of creating headlines worldwide
if the regime was to diverge from its new path of openness and reforms.
The Art of Freedom Film Festival ran from the first to fourth of January
screening fifty four out of the 186 films submitted to the festival, both fiction and
documentary, of which many were being openly critical of the political regime and
the authorities. Some documentaries presented footage recorded during the Saffron
revolution in 2007, highly sensitive material that up until this event would not have
been allowed public exposure by the regime, while other films ridiculed the regime
and its policies. A good example of the latter is the short fiction film Ban this Scene
(2011) directed by Htun Zaw Win (known as Wyne), which won the Audience prize
at the festival for its satirical take on the corrupted censorship regime. The plot of the
short film centers on a censorship session where a group of self-righteous,
unqualified and overpaid government officials from different ministries scrutinize
and argue about what scenes in a film to ban. The comedy was an audience pleaser
as it mocked what many people in Myanmar consider to be the embedded hypocrisy
and alarming injustice of the political system and its strategy of self-preservation. As
the popularity of Ban this Scene indicates the festival and its organizer were not met
with any restrictions from the authorities despite the outright critique that many films
presented. The festival closed with more than 7000 votes being cast for the winning
films, demonstrating the popularity of the festival with the local audience (Frater
2012). Despite the success of the film festival it would end as a onetime event that
would not be followed up the next year. In fact, it might never have been the
intention of the organizers and sponsors to make the festival into a permanent
festival. For some of the key figures behind the event, the festival was primarily part
of a larger societal struggle meant as a political manifestation determined to
challenge the regime. Indeed, the peaceful completion of the festival presented the
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first sign to the political opposition, including intellectuals and artists in Myanmar
that the regime seemed to be willing to keep its promise of reforms and to engage in
a fundamental shift in its approach to governance. The success of the event was thus
predicated on the huge public interest and attention that engulfed the festival. As a
result, a new space of socio-political contestation was opening up and those in favor
of socio-political reforms in Myanmar were ready to capitalize on the success of the
Art of Freedom Film Festival and continue to push for changes using cinema as the
means to reach this broader goal.
Among the judges at Art of Freedom Film Festival was the poet and
filmmaker Min Htin Ko Ko Gyi who has worked as a commercial filmmaker and
also made independent and experimental documentary films. As a result of his own
work and involvement with the Art of Freedom Film Festival Min Htin Ko Ko Gyi
was invited to attend One World in Prague in March 2012, the leading Human Rights
Film Festival on a global scale. It was on this occasion that he got the inspiration to
create a film festival under a Human Dignity Film Institute, evolving around the
theme of human rights and the promotion of local awareness about social and
political issues. As Min Htin Ko Ko Gyi explains, the purpose of the festival is to
expand the democratic space into the movie theatre, allowing Burmese people from
all walks of life to engage with human rights issues on the big screen and in the postscreening discussions (2014 INT).
The first edition of the Human Right Human Dignity International Film
Festival held in June 2013, featured 28 locally-produced films and 28 international
productions from fifteen different countries. The main festival event in Yangon
concludes with an award ceremony (every year on the birthday of Aung San Suu
Kyi) and has since the second year been followed by a touring festival that brings a
smaller selection of the program, including the awarded films and local productions,
to venues around the country. The travelling festival26 is an integral part of the
organizer’s effort to bring issues of human rights out to the less mobile portion of the
Burmese population. According to the festival organizers, the second edition of the
festival in 2014 reached thirteen different cities around the country and ended up
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  The first travelling festival toured the country for more than seven months from August 2013 to
March 2014. 	
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attracting an audience of close to 19,000, making it the largest Human Rights Film
Festival event in the ASEAN region (Human Dignity Film Institute 2015).
The main focus of the festival is on documentary filmmaking, both the short
and longer feature format, but a range of short fiction films and animations are also
included, which for the most part are made by young local filmmakers. Most of the
productions submitted by local filmmakers are of shorter length, testifying to the
‘…lack of resources and precarious circumstances for production’ in Myanmar, as
Peter Wintonick observed (2013). However, as is the case with Wathann Film
Festival, allowing especially younger filmmakers to showcase their work at the
festival in the early stage of their career and giving them the chance to meet the local
audience after screenings can be seen as an important way to encourage the
continued development of local talent and to motivate the younger generations in
Myanmar to get involved in filmmaking, both as critical producers and consumers. In
fact, the organizers put a lot of emphasis on getting young people and local students
involved in the festival, as filmmaking participants, festivalgoers or as festival
volunteers. The festival’s commitment, especially to the younger Burmese
generations, is further highlighted by two components of the festival. The first is the
introduction of a screening block devoted to human rights for children and the
second is the fact that the festival director, Min Htin Ko Ko Gyi, in 2014 initiated a
seven-week documentary filmmaking workshop for young people under his Human
Dignity Film Institute. The goal of the workshop is to educate twelve younger
participants about human rights-related filmmaking. The result of the workshop,
which was conducted and completed in the month before the Film Festival opened,
was five student productions, all of which were to be screened at the festival, where
they competed in a separate student competition. Through this initiative the organizer
hopes to create more incentives for young people, and, perhaps more importantly, to
foster the necessary courage among younger filmmakers to deal with difficult and
potentially controversial social issues.
With the film workshop initiative, it is interesting to note how HRHDIFF as
a newly established festival has quickly adopted a strategy that has been a growing
trend within the global film festival circuit, especially among top-tier film festivals.
As Marijke de Valck explains, film training has become a vital way for film festivals
to renew themselves and legitimize their existence as a cultural institution (2013). In
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the case of HRHDIFF, like many other festivals that have adopted this approach, it
shares ‘the underlying motivation [which] stems from a genuine commitment to
foster and support young talent’ (Valck 2013, 128). While de Valck stresses that the
general trend pertaining to film training opportunities in the context of film festivals
is one that transcends national borders in the sense that programs are rarely
exclusively made for co-nationals, it nevertheless makes good sense that the training
program provided by the Human Dignity Film Institute solely targets the potential
local talent, since new ideas and new approaches are very much needed.
In addition to this, the festival was, already in its first year, able to attract
interest from prominent people within the global documentary festival circuit, like
Canadian film-maker Peter Wintonick and Ally Derks, director of IDFA – the
world’s largest documentary film festival, based in Amsterdam. These central figures
attended the festival as international jury members. The success that the festival has
experienced in its initial three years of existence is so far, besides the dedication
infused into the project by the organizers and the fact that admission is free, also
predicated on the creation of a range of close partnerships. This includes the
collaboration with Igor Blaževič – founder of One World – who has become the
international program advisor for the festival, as well as the economic goodwill
provided by a range of western embassies and foundations working in the country. In
this way key issues of concern related to the organization and development of the
festival (such as financial backing, organizational expertise and the possibility of
international networking within the global festival circuit) have been brought to the
festival at a very early stage.
Within only three years festival director Min Htin Ko Ko Gyi and his team,
with the help of local volunteers and foreign partners, have been able to start up an
already hugely successful human rights related film festival in Myanmar. What is
remarkable about this is not so much the fact that HRHDIFF presents itself as a wellorganized event with an impressive program but, rather, that this event can actually
take place according to the wishes of the organizers and that the festival is able to
reach out to an interested local audience across Myanmar that is eager to explore and
discuss human rights issues.
As the foregoing suggests, the initial establishment of HRHDIFF has so far
been a success on a range of different levels. Nevertheless, working within the still
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fragile socio-political landscape of Myanmar, the possibility of provoking discontent
seems to be an endemic hazard that the festival and its participants have to live with,
for the time being at least. One example of this occurred during the second day of the
festival in 2014 when the organizers had to announce the withdrawal of The Open
Sky directed by the three students Kyal Yie Lin Six, Lynnsatt Nwe and Phyo Zayar,
one of the five films produced for the festival. This was in fact not caused by
government censorship, but instead provoked by ethnic tensions arising on social
media prior to the screening of the film. The documentary depicts the friendship
between a Buddhist woman and her Muslim neighbor in the town of Meikthila
during a period of anti-Muslim riots in 2013 – perpetrated by Buddhist nationalists –
where more than 40 persons were killed and over 1000 homes destroyed (Mathieson
2014). While the film was set to premiere at the film festival, rumors of the film’s
topic were enough to spark the ongoing Buddhist–Muslim tension in the country.
The film was criticized for sympathizing with the Muslim victims of the riots, and, as
the criticism was followed by online intimidations targeting both the festival and the
filmmakers, the organizers saw no other way to avoid further escalation of the
religious conflict in the country than to remove the film from the program. As Min
Htin Ko Ko Gyi puts it in an interview:
We are not holding the film festival to create conflict. We
can’t let any conflict come in the way, so we removed ‘The
Open Sky’ from our list … I felt really sorry about the
decision to remove the film. It hurts the feelings [of the
filmmakers], the dignity of the institute and also the dignity
of the film festival. (San Yamin Aung 2014)
As this incident demonstrates a relatively benign attempt to portray the possibility of
interreligious friendship, undertaken by students with reference to a planned
screening at a film festival in Yangon, became a hostage in the ongoing ethnoreligious conflict. The withdrawal undoubtedly affected the festival as a whole, since
the incident is an example of exactly the kind of disrespect for basic rights, including
freedom of speech, which the organizers are trying to fight27. Moreover, the example
of this type of indirectly imposed censorship as a result of the pressure of special and
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  Since 15 August 2014 The Open Sky has been screened at least three times in Myanmar.	
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dominant interest groups on the media will continue to be a threat to the development
of an inclusive social structure enabling the development of a Burmese version of a
democratic society. Of course, this is only truly a problem to the extent that liberal
and democratic ideals will continue to underpin the current process of socio-political
and economic development in the country. Whether or not this is the case is too early
to assess, taking into consideration how the former military regime as well as the
popular opposition is currently repositioning themselves within a period of new
socio-political and economic developments.
The fact that the authorities have allowed Wathann Film Festival and
HRHDIFF slowly to establish without censorship, cements an extraordinary
deviation from the long-lasting and forceful practice of censorship in the country. As
noted in relation to the commercial film industry, the initial attempt to grant more
freedom to filmmakers has in recent years been superseded by the reinstatement of
censorship practices as well as the attempt to control the annual output of Burmese
films. However, this has not been the case in relation to film festivals, which
continue to enjoy, as the only platform of film exhibition in Myanmar, the privilege
of being able to screen Burmese as well as foreign filmmaking without undergoing
any form of pre-screening censorship.
Why has the regime chosen this rather peculiar strategy of backtracking on
the liberalization of censorship regulation for one part of the filmmaking community
while totally omitting it for another part? The government does not provide any
official answer to this question but it is reasonable to assume that this is the result of
the attempt by the regime to balance a range of different priorities. First of all, the
omission of censorship from the specific area of film exhibition related to the
independent practitioners has been a way for the regime to signal to the international
community and in particular the West that the new regime is committed to liberal
reforms, which has been a key to the lifting of sanctions and the reinitiating of
greatly needed foreign development aid, business investments and capital flow into
the country’s economy. Moreover, foreign governmental and non-governmental
organizations that in recent years have established themselves in Myanmar and that
have initiated development projects in collaboration with local civil society actors in
the country, addressing a broad range of the social issues, saw the potential of
supporting the emerging independent filmmakers and have hired them to produce
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content, while also being involved in some of the different film festival initiatives. In
this sense the regime’s continued hands-off strategy when it comes to the film
festivals can be seen as a way not to antagonize foreign governments and
international organizations that are bringing important investments to the country and
as part of this endeavor are employing independent filmmakers and channeling
money into an effort to support the creation of an alternative space of social
engagement through artistic and critical expression in Myanmar.
Secondly, it is worth considering the notion that from the point of view of
the regime and the other powerful stakeholders in the commercial film industry,
independent filmmaking and the related film festivals are currently not considered as
a threat to their interests. That is, the outreach of the film festivals is still largely
confined to yearly site-specific events that only reach a relatively small and
predominantly urban audience in Yangon. While the Human Right Human Dignity
International Film Festival has begun to challenge this through the initiation of a
touring film festival the fact remains that the film festivals and independent
filmmaking in general are not an integrated part of the commercial film industry and
not accessible to the larger population across the country. Considering the current
situation where censorship of commercial filmmaking continues to prevail along
with a strategy of top-down control of distribution and exhibition, the authorities are
able to contain the level of dissemination of independent filmmaking and thus the
impact of the new artistic and critical thrust embedded in these trends.
As the foregoing examination of the emerging field of film festivals has shown, this
new cultural phenomenon in Myanmar has played a pivotal role for the development
of independent filmmaking as an alternative space within the film culture. This
development embodies a challenge to the prevalence of commercial thinking as well
as the lack of originality and social relevance in the mainstream film industry.
Moreover, the interactive space between independent filmmakers and a local
audience facilitated by the film festival creates an important platform for the spread
of new ideas and perspectives on the Burmese society and is thus contributing to the
democratization of the public sphere. As such, many of the socially and politically
oriented documentaries made by independent filmmakers since 2011 can be said to
contribute to the reestablishment in Myanmar of the media’s role as the fourth estate.
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While the traditional print (and online) media are still struggling with different levels
of censorship, independent filmmaking within the sphere of local film festivals
represents a new opportunity to investigate and expose corrupt and ineffective
governance and create awareness of social issues.
As the mapping of the many different actors and approaches emerging in the
field of practice-based film education in Myanmar show, new spaces of opportunities
central to the possibility of revitalizing the Burmese film culture are in the making. A
prerequisite to this has been the recognition by various film industry stakeholders
that the need of fostering skills and talent in filmmaking is one of the most pressing
issues of concern. At the same time it is evident that different stakeholders in the film
industry have different notions about how this should be addressed. The agendas and
specific approaches presented by various stakeholders are a reflection of the power
dynamics in the socio-political landscape of Myanmar and represent early attempts
by different voices in society to contest the social order and cultural status quo.
The current conditions and challenges characterizing the audiovisual
industry and in particular the film industry are still driven by historically deep-rooted
mistrust or animosity between central stakeholders. While the pace and path of
reforms in Myanmar continue to be uncertain in light of the political environment,
we can nevertheless, based on the historical account of the institutional and
organizational developmental tendencies of the film sector provided, identify and
summarize some of the main challenges and opportunities facing the industry and its
stakeholders. The complex history of and relationships between the different
stakeholders in the Burmese film culture are at the heart of the issue of opportunities
and challenges for the development of local Burmese film culture and will be the
focal point of the last part of this chapter as we wrap up the investigation of the
Burmese film culture and prepare to engage in the comparative analysis of the three
case studies in the following chapter.
Challenges and Opportunities Arising from the Current Situation
Despite the regulatory backtracking in relation to the initial reforms of film
censorship since 2011, the regime’s handling of the film culture in the last decade
has seen positive developments, most notably the creation of an indie film milieu in
Myanmar. Although, historically speaking, censorship within the Burmese film
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culture has been closely correlated with the agendas of the shifting political regimes,
it is worth stressing that censorship or the demand for censorship can come from
various sources within society. As mentioned in the beginning of the previous
chapter, in relation to censorship under British rule, different interest groups based
on different kinds of affiliation e.g. ethnic, religious or gender interests can also
promote censorship of cinematic content. This has not been a real issue of concern
during the long period of authoritarian rule in Burma/Myanmar where the state
unilaterally controlled the local media. Meanwhile, this is now becoming an
emerging possibility as the country slowly transitions towards a socio-political
climate that allow for the expression of ideas and identities based on liberal and
democratic ideals, which allows different groups in society to voice their opinions
more freely and influence the larger societal development.
This kind of censorship by special interest groups is, like the state
authorized type, predicated on the real or imagined possibility of retaliation from a
specific group with regard to the filmmakers and/or audience. A key difference
between state authorized censorship and special interest group censorship is that state
censorship is primarily enforced through a regime of institutionalized rules and
conducts based on a legal framework that is supposed to legitimize the censorship.
On the other hand, the logic driving the demands of the special interest group can be
purely self-contained and self-referential without any necessary reference to the
larger actual social reality within which the group exits. However, in cases of both
state enforced censorship based on long-lasting institutionalized control and
monitoring of the media and censorship by powerful special interest groups we can
see the example of self-enforced censorship on the part of producers, with media
producers censoring themselves on account of fear of being the target of different
kinds of retaliation. The ability of special interest groups to silence other groups in
society is not in principle predicated on the size of the group, i.e. it can be a majority
or minority group. However, compared to the state, the size of the group and the
degree of societal penetration in terms of cultural, economic, and political capital
vested in the group, are nevertheless important factors determining the possibility of
imposing censorship on others. The withdrawal of one of the student productions
made for the second edition of HRHDIFF in 2014 as a result of threats made by
Buddhist-nationalists showcases the potential challenges of the emerging multitude
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of voices and interests that filmmakers and other film culture stakeholders have to
navigate in a still highly fragile socio-political environment.
Beside the challenges presented by various types of censorship a fundamental hurdle
to the prospect of development is represented by the lack of engagement and trust
characterizing the relationship between the main stakeholder groups in the film
industry: the government, the commercial film industry and the independent film
milieu. The opposition is most keenly observed between the authorities and the
commercial industry on the one side and the independent filmmakers on the other
side, since the indie milieu emerged as a reaction to political oppression and the
creative stagnation of Burmese filmmaking. The recent initiation of collaboration
between governmental agencies and the commercial film industry (and related media
corporations), as the creative industry conferences and joined regulatory measures
like the quota system indicate, can be seen as protectionist interventions by these
stakeholders. They wish to make sure that the commercial film industry will still
maintain a dominant footing in the local market as the Burmese economy slowly
opens up to foreign companies. The strategy seems reasonable seen from the
perspective of national businesses interests, however, the dubious intermingling of
interests and close ties developed between politicians and business people in recent
decades, begs the question as to whether or not regulatory initiatives are made to
serve the film industry as a whole or only those already in privileged positions and
with special access in regard to production, distribution, and exhibition.
Currently, there still exists little common ground shared by the different
stakeholders apart from that described above. This is in many ways unfortunate,
since the collaboration between the stakeholders, based on a synergy between the
different areas of institutional and organizational control and capacities that they
preside over seems to represent a strong case for a strategy that could benefit all
stakeholders in the long run. The state have the potential to support the development
of film industry-related infrastructure and human resources through legislation,
regulation and funding. Such a strategy would suggest that the government needs to
make a definitive break with a very long and deeply rooted tradition of governance,
and this implies a redefinition of the purpose of the state as legislative and regulatory
agent. In this case, supportive measures most go beyond a narrow focus on
	
  

258	
  

	
  
regulation that determines the scope of production, distribution and exhibition. Here
a commitment to capacity building represents a central area of concern, one in which
the state, so far, has shown little serious interest. The independent film milieu on the
other hand represents a space where capacity building and artistic renewal have been
at center stage of the movement and as such many of the independent filmmakers
and capacity builders represent a particular type of agency that is needed. This is so
because they can bring various levels of creativity and innovation to the industry. Yet
they lack access to funding that will allow them to move beyond the periphery of the
indie milieu and to enter into the established distribution and exhibition network. The
current situation where many indie filmmakers and capacity builders are dependent
on foreign funding is not sustainable in the long run.
Funding can be found in the commercial arena of filmmaking. Here it is still
only a relatively smaller number of companies and producers that have the resources
to produce feature films for theatrical release. The commercial filmmakers have to
compete, first and foremost, with the still vibrant domestic video industry and market
of pirated content, which will continue to flourish as long as the type, style, and
quality of filmmaking characteristic of video and film productions are
indistinguishable. Secondly, in the case that Myanmar continues to follow the path of
economic and political reforms that have the potential to raise the general living
standard and educational level of the population, the local film industry is likely in
the future to meet increased competition from foreign content. This is particularly the
case, if the standard for local filmmaking remains unchanged. Consequently,
considering the strength and weaknesses of the different stakeholders, it seems clear
that the latter would benefit from an enhanced collaboration across the different
spheres of interest. Moreover, taking the present and future challenges engulfing
both the commercial film industry and independent filmmaking into consideration
the development of the locally-based film culture necessitates some level of
collaboration between the stakeholders. This is not least the case if the aspiration to
see the Burmese film industry develop a level of filmmaking comparable with other
film industries in the region and capable of attracting international acclaim is going
to be anything but wishful thinking.
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Chapter 7
Comparative Analysis

Strengths and Weaknesses, Challenges and Opportunities:
The Prospects of Viable Local Film Cultural Development
Introduction
In the previous five chapters we have visited three developing countries in the Asian
region. In each case a survey has traced the historical development of a local film
culture within the larger picture of the socio-economic development of the specific
nation-state in question. The historical examination has focused on presenting an
account of the institutional and organizational development trends of the local film
industries, which led to a mapping of the most recent developments in the local film
industries and a closer analysis of the roles of different stakeholders as well as of
their relations.
As argued in the introduction, the historical analysis is guided by a
commitment to the expansion of the inclusiveness of studies in world cinema. The
exploration of the film cultural development in Bhutan, Mongolia, Myanmar is
meant to achieve this goal by orienting our attention towards film cultures that have
so far largely escaped the attention of film scholars. Moreover, while the current
study has focused on questions of institutional and organizational character and
largely omitted other types of analytical foci, the hope is that the many references
made to specific directors, actors, and films, will inspire other researchers to initiate
empirical studies that contribute to a growing engagement with these cinemas. Just to
name a few examples of the range of possible topics for further investigation: studies
of prolific film directors such as Dejidiin Jigjid and Ravjaagin Dorjpalam in
Mongolia, Karma Tshering and Khyentse Norbu in Bhutan, and U Sunny in
Myanmar; studies of the central role of film stardom in Burmese cinema, or different
genres such as monk films in Bhutan, the historical film in Mongolia under
communist rule, or politicized cinema in colonial Burma. As these few examples
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suggest, there exists an abundance of interesting film cultural topics waiting to be
explored within these countries. Such explorations will enable an uncovering and
more detailed mapping of the local film histories in question.
In the case of the current study, with its commitment to the framework of
small/developing cinemas, the last analytical step presented in this concluding
chapter will be to move away from a focus on individual contexts and toward a
comparative perspective. This move is enabled by the identification of current
strengths and weaknesses of the film cultural environments in the individual case
studies. The point is to draw lines of comparison based on a range of similarities and
differences in the development of the institutional and organizational configurations
of the local film industries. The purpose of this analytical exercise will be to compare
different types of socio-economic, political, and cultural strategies and initiatives, to
highlight how they in various ways hamper or support the development of local film
cultures, and to discuss the possibility of transferring constructive strategies and
initiatives between the different national contexts.
The analysis aims to arrive at a clearer picture of what counts as proactive
and constructive strategies in the context of seeking a sustainable development of
locally-based film cultures in developing countries. This agenda has different
elements. In addition to a descriptive and interpretative approach, the analysis also
includes an element of normative evaluation. The normative element is necessarily
tied up with the question of how positive and supportive approaches to film cultural
development are defined. A range of evaluative comments have already been made
in relation to the analyses of the individual case studies implying what this author
considers to be positive versus negative strategies. However, in the context of a
comparative analysis and discussion it is necessary to clarify, even if only in general
terms, what are considered as positive approaches to film cultural development. The
idea is not to suggest that there exists one correct way to achieve positive
development. The relations between socio-economic, political and cultural variables
within specific societal contexts are simply too complex and diverse to suggest that
there are universal formulae that might be applicable in all cases. Nevertheless, it is
both possible and desirable to identify some more general qualitative indicators that
can help to inform our understanding of what makes some types of strategies more
constructive and positive than others.
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Here I want to suggest that the kind of strategies and approaches that should
be considered as constructive contributions to the institutional and organizational
development of locally-based film cultures are those that seek to ensure and promote
access, visibility, and participation (Hjort and Petrie 2007, 7). Since socio-economic
liberalization and democratization have become central forces guiding the thrust of
societal transformation in our three developing countries during the past couple of
decades, the questions of access, visibility, and participation become a reasonably
broad way of indicating the level of positive impact. This is not to say, that these
indicators are the only qualities that define constructive approaches, however, these
three terms invoke an understanding of the role and purpose of film as a cultural
industry that is already being embraced or in the process of being acknowledged by
central stakeholders within the countries in question. As a result, the analysis and
discussion in what follows is guided by a fundamental belief in the idea that
strategies and approaches facilitating social inclusion rather than exclusion are a
precondition for the viable and thriving development of locally-based film industries.
To set the stage for the analytical comparison of specific approaches and
strategies it is useful to begin by summarizing the strengths and weaknesses arising
from the types of political culture, systems, and styles of governance that direct the
path of socio-economic development. These are themselves directly related to
transitional stages of development that the three countries in question are
undergoing. The juxtaposing of similarities and differences with respect to political
cultures, systems, and governance frameworks is relevant in relation to the framing
of the comparative study in a regional perspective and informs the attempt to assess
the viability of constructive strategies within the specific nation-states as well as the
prospects for a transferability of solutions between national contexts.
Following the introductory juxtaposing of the three countries in terms of
political cultures, systems, and governance we will engage in more detail with a
comparison of specific strategies and a discussion of the prospect of transferring
constructive approaches between the different nation-state contexts. I identify three
main areas of concern in relation to institutional and organizational developments,
corresponding to the findings of the three case studies; these will structure the
analysis and discussion. These three areas are: capacity building, infrastructural
development, and legal and regulatory frameworks.
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Questions in the area of infrastructural development suggest concerns
related to needs in terms of material resources and physical environments that will
support various types of film cultural activities. Capacity building relates in a broad
sense to the questions of how to nurture and expand practical skills, managerial
competences, and creative talent among film cultural stakeholders from private, over
public, to civil actors. Lastly, legal and regulatory frameworks involve the question
of what the position of the state might be in relation to the local film industry and
culture and how the state, through policy interventions of a strategic nature, can
support local development in constructive ways. These three spheres of interest are
interrelated, which means that issues in one area of concern at times are causally
related to conditions existing in other areas or in some cases invoke a sense of shared
concern across two or more areas.
A concrete example of interconnection that is of particular relevance in the
context of developing countries is helpful at this stage: practitioners’ general lack of
access to relevant professional and industry standard equipment is an issue of
concern pertaining to the area of infrastructural development. Meanwhile, this issue
is also in crucial ways related to the question of capacity building since practitioners’
ability to develop their skills to a considerable degree is predicated on the ability to
train with the proper type of equipment. In this way, the identification of a specific
type of deficiency within one area can be said to create a problem that directly
affects another area.
As framed in this example, the issue of a lack of access to material
resources is perceived as a weakness that creates constraints or problems for a
specific type of film industry stakeholder, in this case filmmakers. Identifying
specific types of problems is naturally central to our discussion of possible solutions
to challenges facing local stakeholders. However, we also have the possibility of
turning our conception of specific weaknesses around, by looking for ways in which
situations or conditions initially characterized as inhibiting might in fact afford new
opportunities and even possible solutions. What this alternative perspective invites us
to do is to look for “strength in apparent weakness” (ibid.) and, as such, not to limit
our conception of weakness and strength to a clear-cut binary opposition. The result
is an approach that refines our understanding of what constitutes weaknesses and
strength, how they affect specific contexts and actors, and ultimately how we can
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conceive of constructive solutions. To clarify how this redefinition of strength and
weaknesses is of particular relevance in regard to the analysis of small/developing
film cultures it is useful to consider the pair in terms of the types of risk they provide.
To do this I will draw on the anthology Film and Risk (Hjort 2012), which
presents a ground-breaking investigation of the multifaceted relations between film
and risk as well as a related article “The Risk Environment of Small-Nation
Filmmaking” (Hjort 2015). I have already made reference to Film and Risk in
relation to the Bhutanese case where the possible environmental risk that film
productions represent with regard to nature was highlighted, following Maxwell and
Millers timely discussion of this issue, as a contribution to the film and risk project.
Beside bringing unprecedented attention to the relation between issues of film
production and environmental hazards, the collective volume spans a broad array of
issues, including the empirical examination of the relation between risk and screen
acting; risk and directing; risk and creativity; risk and cinematic style; risk and
spectatorship; risk and production financing. In addition, each chapter is framed by a
focus on agency that goes from the micro level of individual agency, such as the
focus on practitioners and spectators, to the agency of various types of organizations,
such as production companies and state institutions. As a result, the different
contributions thematize a diverse range of ways in which risk plays a central role-socially, economically, culturally, and politically in relation to film.
The purpose of investigating the relations between film and risk is,
however, not to reach an all-encompassing definition of risk in relation to film and
society. As the diverse perspectives presented suggest this is neither feasible nor
desirable. However, the focus on the agency of human actors in terms of behavioral
tendencies and “psychological properties” (Ponech 2012, 57) enables a basic
conceptual framing of risk that sees “[r]easoning about risk [as] anticipatory and
probabilistic and involve[ing] an element of uncertainty” (Hjort 2012, 36), with risks
being defined in a broad sense as those “devalued consequences of some prospective
or ongoing action or course of actions” (Ponech 2012, 57) or to put it in other words
the “possible event that would be bad or harmful” (Livingston 2012, 73).
With this basic conceptual framing informing the investigational
approaches, a wide range of different types of risks related to film are identified,
such as the fundamental concern of economic, epistemic, and artistic risks. The
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question of economic risk is eloquently invoked in Michael Pokorny and John
Sedgwick’s chapter “The Financial and Economic Risks of Film Production”, when
they write that “…the one brutal constant in the film industry, from its very
beginning in the late nineteenth century, is that only a relatively small proportion of
films ever make profits” (2012, 181). The question of epistemic risk is raised by
Jinchee Choi (2012) when she discuss the risk of exoticizing foreign cultures, as in
the case when Asia is presented on screen in ways that are meant to cater to narrow
Western preconceptions of Asian culture rather than Westerners adapting to the
particularities of specific cultures in the Asian region. Finally, Eva Novrup Redvall
thematizes the question of artistic risks when she focuses her attention on the policy
strategies that “[create] a space for artistic risk taking” (2012, 209) in the context of a
state subsidized small nation cinema. The thematization leads to further questions
about the importance of institutional settings, risk taking, as well as the role of trust
in the sphere of policymaking (ibid., 215-216).
As the examples make clear, these are all types of risk worth having in mind
when we consider strengths and weaknesses as well as the prospects for a positive
development of the film cultures in Asian developing countries. Redvall’s chapter is
of particular interest in the context of the current study since it deals with film policy
initiatives and institutional environments in a small nation context, but also because
Redvall in her account makes reference to a possible constructive and positive
understanding of risks and constraints as offering solutions to perceived problems.
As a result, reframing risks in a positive light becomes a way to show how
constraints under the right circumstance can be transformed into opportunities.
However, we can go further in the expansion of the conceptual toolkit in
relation to the connection between risk and the framework of small-nation cinemas
that is touched on in Redvall’s contribution. In the article “The Risk Environment of
Small-Nation Filmmaking” (2015), Hjort argues that filmmaking in small nations is
an activity located in particularly risk-infused environments because of the
unfavorable conditions that the scale of economy provides; in terms of the size of the
population and market, and on account of the relative degree of material affluence in
the societies in question (ibid., 52).
As referred to above in relation to the question of economic risk,
filmmaking in a commercial sense is by definition a risky business since it is
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impossible to predict the success rate of any film in advance. In this light the
economic risk of filmmaking is a universal type of risk, one that all filmmakers, no
matter their place of origin, have to deal with. However, filmmaking in small
nations, and we can add in developing countries, face a particularly “risk diverse and
risk intensive” environment (ibid), where systemic risks “arise from the specific
measures of size and permeate the entire filmmaking milieu, with implications for all
who contribute to the filmmaking effort.” This situation leads to different types of
risk positions for actors in the field, depending on “the specificity of their
circumstances, including their institutional affiliations, networks, age, gender, class
background, rural or urban provenance and so on” (ibid., 51). Hjort goes on to
identify a range of systemic risks arising in light of the historical development within
the specific context of small nation filmmaking in the Scandinavian region. The risks
include: mono-personalism; waste of talent; exit of established talent; conformism;
neglect; and film ecological imbalance (ibid., 53-54).
Some of the identified risks are also relevant in relation to a specific focus
on developing countries, however, not all of them are, and in some cases there are
differences with regard to degree. The basic difference between the focus on small
nations in a Northern European context and developing countries in an Asian context
is related to the degree to which the considerably lower level of affluence and the
relatively weaker institutional settings in the case of developing countries affects the
local environment’s sensitivity to risks. Nevertheless, Hjort’s examination of risk in
the context of the Scandinavian region provides a useful starting point for thinking
about risks in the context of filmmaking in developing countries. Crucial in this
regard is her insistence on the view that limitations and constraints, which we
normally would consider to enhance the degree of risk faced by specific actors in a
given context, can in fact be turned into “favorable risk positions” (ibid., 52) that
have the potential to support positive developmental trends within the local film
milieu.
In the case of the focus on the affluent Scandinavian countries the
possibility of occupying a favorable risk position is closely linked to the question of
how systemic risks are handled through policy initiatives, since local film industries
have become dependent on state subsidies to ensure their vitality. The picture, as we
have seen in relation to our three case studies, represents very different socio	
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economic trajectories, each of which creates a different kind of risk environment. As
a result, we need to be attuned to other types of systemic risk as well as favorable
and unfavorable risk positions in the context of developing countries to be able to
reach a better understanding of what constitutes strength and weakness and how
these can best be handled. In the end, invoking the concept of a risk environment for
filmmaking in developing countries will allow us to compare strengths and
weaknesses in relation to the three case study countries in a systematic way while
also enabling a qualified discussion about which types of strategies and approaches
can be considered constructive and transferable and which cannot.
As mentioned above, Hjort frames the discussion of risk environments
within a historical context. Here she highlights the transitional nature of small nation
cinemas within the larger picture of different phases of socio-economic development
in Europe during the twentieth and early twentieth first century. We will do the same
in the following section with the important redirection of our attention toward
developing countries in the Asian region and an emphasis on comparing the
development of political cultures, systems, and governance in the three countries.
Political Cultures, Systems, and Governance: Their Impact on Film Cultures
The examination of the historical development in Bhutan, Mongolia, and Myanmar
makes it clear that the state has played a pivotal role in the shaping of the locallybased film cultures. This is the case as the development of local film industries in the
three countries is closely intertwined with the process of modern nation-state
building during the twentieth century, where the state has targeted filmmaking as a
socio-cultural means to enforce its version of modernization in the name of nationstate sovereignty and stability. However, the overall pace and path of development
differs between the three countries, with variations in the number of times that
historical shifts have occurred in the socio-political environment and the extent of
their impact.
In the case of Bhutan we can speak of two fundamental socio-political
turning points: in 1907 when the country became a monarchy and in 2008 when the
country transitioned to a parliamentary democracy. In Mongolia, we note that the
country underwent three major socio-political shifts during the twentieth century: the
first in 1911 when centuries of subordination to Chinese rule ended; another shift
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followed in 1924 with the declaration of nation state sovereignty under communist
rule; and finally in 1990 with the transition to a liberal democracy and free market
economy. For Myanmar we can, at least, identify four important moments of sociopolitical change: 1948 saw the official end to British colonialism; in 1962 the
country came under authoritarian military rule leading to socio-economic isolation;
1990 saw the first democratic election held in thirty years and while the military
refused to cede control a slow process of socio-economic transition was initiated;
leading to the democratic opposition winning the first free election in a landslide
victory in 2015.
Despite the fact the three countries have experienced different trajectories of
societal development we see that within recent decades the paths converge more and
more toward the same direction of nation-state development, that is to say a path that
emphasizes a transition towards a higher degree of social, economic, and political
openness and inclusion. This most recent period of societal transition is shaping the
contemporary development of the local film cultures in new ways, on account of the
changing socio-political landscape where values, interests, and goals are being
reframed. But what are these values, interests, and goals? How are they expressed in
the political culture, handled by the state, and managed by the government? And
what are the implications of these changes for the relationship between the different
film cultural actors and the prospect of positive development? The answers to these
questions are not straightforward or easily discernable as the countries are at
different stages of socio-political transitioning. However, a summary of the historical
development and contemporary environment of the socio-political landscapes in the
three counties will provide an indication of the types of values, interests, and goals
that inform the central stakeholders in relation to the film industry. In the end, the
type of relationship and the extent to which there exists consensus between central
stakeholders about the role of filmmaking in the local context will be crucial for the
ability to determine what types of approaches and strategies are feasible.
Bhutan
I suggest it is useful to start by looking at Bhutan when we want to consider the
socio-political environment since it represents the strongest example of a national
context where a relatively high degree of consensus has been established among
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local stakeholders about the role of filmmaking. We will then be able to get a clear
picture of what factors help to create a constructive policy environment in
comparison with either weaker or negative policy environments in the two other
countries.
As we saw in the Bhutan chapter, the modernization process of the country
has been firmly guided since the 1970s by a very clearly defined conceptual
framework determining the social, economic, and political development of the
country. The framework, known as gross national happiness (GNH), builds on
Buddhist worldviews, traditions, and values indigenous to the local culture and
emphasizes four main pillars of socio-political concern: sustainability and equitable
socio-economic development; environmental conservation; preservation and
promotion of local culture; and good governance. The devising of the GNH
framework has made it clear to all social actors what the priorities of the political
system are and the broad interests and goals specified in the framework have been
broadly accepted and are widely supported within the political culture. The
possibility of this happening is a result of the central role that the Bhutanese king has
played as a national figure of authority enjoying a very high level of trust among the
people and the fact that a process of democratization of the political system was
initiated. The monarchy, which has now officially ceded political power to a
governmental system based on representative democracy, continues to figure as an
important social-political institution with a supervisory status seeking to ensure that
the political systems adhere to the principles of GNH.
The situation we see in relation to the development of the socio-political
landscape in Bhutan is that a high degree of consensus among the central social
actors has evolved about the fundamental approach guiding the path of socioeconomic development. As a result, there exists a fairly balanced and productive
relationship between the political actors and the system of governance. The efforts of
developing a style of governance that in practice adheres to principles of
accountability, efficiency, honesty, equitability, and transparency are most likely
contributing to the creation of conditions that enable the constructive relationship
between public, private, and civil society stakeholders. Moreover, the configuration
of the socio-political landscape has important implications for the development of
the local film culture.
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The local audio-visual culture was identified as an area of political priority
during the 2000s as part of the increase in public discussions about the socio-cultural
role of media after the introduction of television and the Internet in 1999. This was
not least the result of concerns about the possible impact of foreign media on the
local culture. These developments led the Bhutan Film Association, a civil society
organization representing the interests of local filmmakers, to lobby for the
development of a national film policy that would speak to the existing as well as
perceived future challenges facing the local film industry. The government showed
willingness to engage in a dialogue with the civil stakeholders and through a
subsequent partnership with Denmark the first national film policy framework was
sketched out, refined, and ratified by the Bhutanese parliament.
Of course, the process of developing a film policy framework involving
various stakeholders with different interests did not evolve without presenting
challenges to the negotiations. Nevertheless, the strategy of inviting a foreign
specialist to collaborate with local stakeholders and facilitate the process of
negotiations and policy drafting, indicate both a high degree of pragmatism and
foresight on the part of the Bhutanese stakeholders. Moreover, the partnership
between Bhutan and Denmark highlights the strategy of transnational collaboration
between countries in the area of policy development and raise the question of what
type of factors contribute to the creation of beneficial collaboration. As has been
argued in relation to the Bhutanese case it is worth considering indicators of
similitude that go beyond the analytical framework of small nationhood to include a
focus on possible correlations between fundamental socio-cultural values and ideals
informing the approach to policymaking and the broader agenda of societal
development.
Overall, the story of Bhutanese film policy development framed by the
concept of gross national happiness, constructive local stakeholder collaboration, and
transnational partnership provide a compelling example of what it is possible to
achieve in a developing nation setting when matching attitudes and the right
conditions are in place. It is worth noting with reference to Chen and the discussion
of developments in political cultures and governance in the Asian region that even
though traditional customs that favor rule-by-man over rule-by-law are still an
ongoing practice in Bhutan, as elsewhere in Asia, the process of implementing a film
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policy exemplifies a successful appropriation of elements of western style political
culture. In the Bhutanese case we can thus talk about a synthesizing capacity among
the stakeholders to adapt elements of foreign thinking into the local political culture
in a way that facilitates policy development in a constructive way. The situation is
notably different in the case of the two other developing countries where the
developments in the political culture and system in recent decades-- despite a
transition towards increased socio-economic liberalization and democratization-have not yielded similar results.
Mongolia
Compared to Bhutan, Mongolia has a longer history of socio-economic liberalization
and democratization and compared to Myanmar the transition has been relatively
smooth. However, this type of development trajectory does not guarantee the
existence of a political culture or system of governance that can or will facilitate
constructive collaboration between stakeholders. The process of socio-economic and
political transformation in Mongolia began in the early 1990s after almost seventy
years of communist rule. While the Mongolian state officially established itself as a
sovereign and independent nation in 1924, the pervasive influence of the Soviet
Union on the societal modernization process of the country meant that the Mongolian
people in most socio-economic and political aspects would continue to be
subordinated to foreign domination. In this sense it was not until the definitive break
with the Soviet Union in 1990 that self-determination became a reality.
The emergence of locally-based filmmaking in the 1930s was also a direct
result of the close ties between Mongolia and the Soviet Union where cinema was
introduced as a modern form of cultural production and consumption with the
purpose of working as a vehicle of propaganda for the communist project of socialist
state-building. As a result, a state-controlled film industry was established with
economic support and expert guidance from the Soviet Union, which, in accordance
with the ruling party, would spread the communist ideology and news about the
progress of socialist style modernization to the Mongolian people. State enforced
censorship was a natural part of the filmmaking process during the communist era
where no audio-visual material was released without the approval of the authorities.
This fact, however, did not play an overtly negative role for the practice of
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filmmaking as filmmakers were trained and educated within the communist system
and only allowed to work in the state controlled industry as long as they obeyed
socialist ideals of artistic expression. Likewise, it had little negative effect on the
growing popularity of the film medium, which became a central tool for the regime
to invoke a sense of a national community and patriotism among the Mongolian
people. As such, the development of a national film culture in Mongolia came to play
an important role in the process of nation-state building during the twentieth century.
By the end of the 1980s Mongolia had reached a stage of socio-economic
development that led to a public uprising against the political system of one-party
rule and the inefficiency of the government. The uprising was quickly followed by a
transition to multi-party representative democracy and a free market economy. The
extensive political and economic reforms implemented during the 1990s, leading to
privatization of state assets and a liberalization of the market, had a profound impact
on the Mongolian society and led to the disintegration of the national film industry.
In the free market economy developing during the 1990s the film industry converted
to a commercial model of operation, while the state shifted to a laissez-faire
approach to the film industry involving a minimum of regulatory and subsidy
commitment. From one day to the next state control and funding of the film industry
ceased and for the first time filmmakers could operate freely while people were
given the chance to watch films from beyond the Soviet sphere of interest. The
conversion to a new political system and the free market economy presented
opportunities for a new generation of filmmakers to enter the local film industry,
however, the transition to commercial filmmaking and exhibition was in no way easy
and the quality of Mongolian filmmaking suffered under the lack of funding and
skilled talent.
By the mid-2000s the Mongolian economy was experiencing a period of
steady economic growth and towards the end of the decade the film industry was
witnessing a process of infrastructural upgrading and talent development. These
developments have been supported since 2010 by a range of new film cultural
initiatives targeting both local filmmakers and audiences, such as film festivals and
training opportunities. Different civil society and private actors, in many cases
dependent on transnational collaboration, have spearheaded new activities, while the
state has continued to offer little systematic support to the industry.
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Meanwhile, the question of the role of the state as a more active stakeholder
in the local film industry has resurfaced in light of the positive developments in
recent years as well as an increasing acknowledgement by both public and private
actors of the structural challenges that continue to face the local industry. Attempts
have been made to create a new distribution system with the aim of addressing the
lack of exhibition venues outside the capital; there is a new film law under way, and
industry actors have been encourage by the government to create an organization
representing the interest of filmmakers in dealing with the state. However, the
attempt of repositioning the state and its role in relation to civil and private
stakeholders is not an unproblematic issue. The history of state control of the film
industry makes many stakeholders wary of the implication of the state’s increased
regulatory involvement in the area of cultural production. Moreover, actors in the
film industry view the possibility of increased state involvement with reservations on
account of the problems of governmental corruption, nepotism, and clientelism that
have characterized the state administration during the 1990s and 2000s. These types
of unhealthy practices are not only a problem in regard to the state but also occur in
the institutional and organizational settings of the private and civil society sector.
The conversion to a free market economy and the spread of neo-liberal ideals among
both politicians and business people have led to a situation where it becomes difficult
to enforce rules or regulations that might inhibit the freedom of people to do business
in the name of promoting fair competition practices and collective rights and
responsibilities.
What we see in Mongolia is an example of a high degree of discrepancy
between the type of political system that is being implemented and the ability or
willingness of actors in the political culture to adapt to the ethical principles and
ideals of governance that are necessary to make the system work efficiently and
fairly. This is not to say that the overall democratic and socio-economic development
Mongolia is experiencing is a failure, far from it. But the structural problems that
issues like corruption, nepotism, and clientelism present to a democratic system of
governance have the tendency to undermine the possibility of creating healthy and
stable relations between the state and other social actors. These conditions indicate a
general development of a weak and unstable institutional and organizational
environment surrounding the Mongolian film culture. As a result, it is unclear
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whether film industry stakeholders will be able to come together to develop a
regulatory framework that will address issues of concern in a systematic way and
with fundamental and long-term development goals in sight.
Myanmar
In the case of Myanmar we saw how filmmaking evolved first under colonial rule in
the first half of the twentieth century and subsequently under domestic military rule
in the second part. From early on the authorities recognized the mass appeal of the
cinema and the medium would represent an area of cultural production and
consumption of great interest and concern for the shifting authoritarian regime
throughout the century. As a result, the local film industry came under increasing
influence of the state, which used censorship and later the appropriation of national
distribution and exhibition as means to control the development of the local film
culture.
During more than fifty years of military rule from the 1960s onward the
work of practitioners and other stakeholders in the film industry have been firmly
monitored and controlled by the state which made sure that activities would support
the regime’s political agenda. The central agenda was to secure the continued
unification of the ethnically diverse territory and the implementation of the regime’s
socialist strategy of societal development. However, pure management of the
domestic economy and increased socio-economic isolation under military rule made
Burma one of the most impoverished countries in the world and the film industry had
to bear the consequences of economic disarray and heavy handed censorship.
The late 1990s saw the beginning of cautious attempts by the authoritarian
regime to turn around the economic development through liberalization strategies.
However, few changes were made in relation to the film industry, which like the rest
of the media environment, continued to suffer under political repression. Meanwhile,
a video exhibition market and production industry developed during the 1980s and
1990s as part of the growing informal market emerging as a civil society response to
the state’s political mismanagement of the economy. The development of a video
industry created a certain level of leeway for both filmmakers and audiences, which,
despite the regime’s attempt to contain and control the developments, provided a
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space beyond the full control of the authorities where the opportunity to explore
other types and ways of filmmaking existed.
While the emergence of a video industry afforded some level of renewed
vitality to the audio-visual culture, at least in terms of output and access to a wider
variety of local and international content, little development occurred in terms of the
quality of filmmaking. Various film industry stakeholders in Myanmar addressed this
issue during the 2000s, including the regime. However, no systematic attempt to deal
with the problem was introduced by the government. In fact, the regime’s elite,
which initiated the process of economic liberalization and privatization of state
controlled assets, has been more concerned with securing their own interests in
relation to the establishment of new private businesses in the media sector. These
interests include the film industry where close ties between high-ranking regime
officials and business people have enabled a few companies to take over commercial
film distribution and exhibition in concert with continued enforcement of
government control over the industry. This is not to say that responses to the lack of
quality in Burmese filmmaking have not materialized in recent years, however, as we
have seen, these have not come from the state institutions or stakeholders in the
commercial industry. Instead, the emergence of an independent film milieu around a
range of capacity building initiatives starting in the mid 2000s and based on foreign
support and collaboration represent the primary example of proactive initiatives
targeting the renewal of the Burmese film culture.
The politicized role that the state has played historically in the development
of the Burmese film culture and the narrow interests that it has represented in recent
years has made collaboration between different stakeholders close to impossible.
This is not least to do with the fact that the independent film milieu consists of
younger generations of filmmakers who through their filmmaking practices and other
film cultural engagement have advocated for increasing socio-cultural openness and
political inclusiveness. The emergence of an independent film milieu during the past
decade can be seen as the example of how the domain of political society has
developed in Myanmar as a space for agency of societal actors who consider that
important societal concerns are not being recognized or addressed by the state.
Unfortunately, the state or the commercial industry actors have not recognized the
constructive role of the independent film milieu. In both cases the focus is on
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enforcing strong protectionist strategies that will ensure a favorable position and
gains from the industry. As such there exists no comprehensive strategy for the
development of the local film or video industry despite the fact that continued socioeconomic liberalization of the media landscape in the country is likely to have a great
impact on the patterns of media consumption in the future. Of course, it is necessary
to note that Myanmar, compared to Bhutan and Mongolia, is still at a very early
stage of socio-economic transition and struggling with a range of deep-rooted sociocultural challenges and difficult political issues.
The above brief overview has summarized some of the central findings made in this
study, particularly involving the historical role of the state and system of governance
in relation to the local film cultures. In the final part of this chapter we now turn to a
comparison of the risk environments and specific types of risks that engulf the three
case study countries, how different actors have responded to these risks, what type of
solutions are feasible in the local context and whether they present themselves as
transferable between local contexts.
Risky Business: Challenges and Opportunities Facing the Three Film Industries
The following analysis and discussion of strengths and weaknesses will be framed by
three central and interrelated areas of concern, as identified in the case studies. All
are of particular relevance in relation to this study’s focus on institutional and
organizational developments. The three areas are capacity building, infrastructural
development, and legal and regulatory frameworks. With the central role of the state
still fresh in mind it makes sense to initiate the comparative analysis by looking
firstly at the issue of legal and regulatory challenges, and then to move on to the
infrastructural and capacity building issues.
Regulatory Challenges and Opportunities: A Question of Legitimacy and Trust
Based on the foregoing section we can draw some indicative conclusions about how
the historical configurations of the socio-political landscapes in the three countries
are affecting the contemporary conditions of film industry development. Bhutan
stands out from the two other cases largely on account of the creation and successful
implementation of a societal development philosophy that is adapted to ingenious
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values, speaks to broader socio-economic and cultural concerns of the society, and
places emphasis on adherence to good governance. Specifically in relation to the film
industry, public discussions about the risk of the small local media industry losing
out in the competition with international content backed by powerful foreign media
companies became a foundation upon which a common ground between the different
stakeholders could be built. As a result, the question surrounding the purpose of an
indigenous film culture was from the outset framed by a relatively high level of
agreement between the central stakeholders about the fundamental values and goals
informing the discussions about film industry development. This is not to say that
stakeholders do not express conflicting views or represent different interests.
However, the creation of a socio-political environment where the relevant
stakeholders share a commitment to the same types of basic values and goals, in this
case to the protection of the indigenous audiovisual culture in light of the
introduction of new media forms (television and the Internet), facilitate a
constructive dialogue between film cultural stakeholders. Moreover, with the state
figuring as a committed regulatory and legislative force, the legitimacy of the
position and agency of the state in relation to the local film industry is highly
predicated on the state’s ability to include and be responsive to the views, interests
and claims of other stakeholders. In this sense the role of the state within the larger
scope of democratic development is to be able to fairly balance public concerns, i.e.
the common interest and good of the people, and the special interest of private and
civil stakeholders engaged in cultural production. As this indicates, the issue of
political legitimacy is ultimately a question of trust between stakeholders and as
Redvall’s chapter makes clear (following work by Lily Kong 2005 and Mark Banks
et al. 2000) the role of trust in relation to policymaking in the realm of cultural
industries can be considered “as a crucial means of facilitating as well as countering,
offsetting, and managing risks” (2012).
In Bhutan trust was established between public, civil, and private actors
based on a clearly defined agenda of socio-economical development and good
governance, which created a foundation for an inclusive and constructive dialogue
between film cultural stakeholders. The goal of this collaboration was to develop a
policy framework that could counteract what had been identified as a systemic risk
of losing cultural distinctiveness if the small local audiovisual industry was
	
  

277	
  

	
  
outperformed in a globalized media environment. As pointed out here the question of
the role and impact of legitimacy and trust is elementary to understanding what
fosters constructive relationships between social actors, and this is not least the case
in relation to the state’s regulatory role. Unfortunately, this is where the two other
developing nations continue to showcase fundamental challenges. Both Mongolia
and Myanmar are burdened by histories of state control and censorship of cultural
production and consumption, which in different ways informs the contemporary
relationship between public, private, and civil actors and the prospect of constructive
collaboration.
In the Mongolian case, after more than twenty-five years of democratic rule,
the state continues to face recurrent problems of legitimacy as a result of corruption,
nepotism, and clientelism. The transition to a western style free market economy and
liberal ideals provided an initial answer to the question of societal development,
however, in the process of entering a global economy the question of cultural values
and priorities were sidetracked. Moreover, unlike Bhutan, Mongolia as a small
developing country in the Asian region has not developed any form of
comprehensive development strategy that in a systematic way takes into account
indigenous values or traditions. This is worth noting particularly in light of how
important the nomadic life style and related costumes and values continue be for
most Mongolians. Only in recent years have questions of cultural preservation as
well as environmental protection surfaced as important issues of political concern,
and these issues are still considered secondary to the political focus on economic
growth.
If it is correct that collaboration between public, private, and civil society
stakeholders is predicated on finding a basic level of common ground, some
fundamental values and goals that inform the purpose of the relationship, than it is
worth considering the possibility that lessons from the approach taken in Bhutan
could work as inspiration in Mongolia. That is to say, before any negotiation of
specific issues can be attempted, stakeholders need to have reached a basic level of
agreement about what the role and value of filmmaking is as a cultural industry
within the larger scope of societal development. Such an approach seems relevant in
the Mongolian context since the small local film industry (much as in Bhutan) faces
the challenge of competition from international media corporations. In a positive
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light, this process has arguably been initiated with the drafting of a new film law and
the commencement of discussion among stakeholders in public gatherings such as
the Creative and Cultural Industries Forum. However, the question is whether or not
such a discussion, which is so far framed by a western conception of cultural
industries and their relation to economic growth, might benefit from a serious
consideration of indigenous values and cultural traditions as possible guidelines that
can help stakeholders frame their role and value for filmmaking. In a context like the
Mongolian one, where the discussions about the regulatory role of the state are still a
very sensitive matter, the reorientation of the role of the state as a facilitator of the
collective and inclusive discussion among stakeholders of an indigenous approach to
cultural industry development could be a way to give a certain level of legitimacy to
the role of the state and thus a way of creating a more constructive relationship
between public, private, and civil actors.
It is important to stress that the idea of an indigenous approach to cultural
industry policymaking is not meant to invoke or be based on parochially nationalist
discourses. There is always a risk that social actors can make specific areas of public
concern the vehicle of their of own interests using nationalist sentiments as a way to
either gain public support or legitimize their positions. This risk, speaks directly to
the historical developments of the political cultures in both Mongolia and Myanmar,
however, also to a broader international trend in political cultures anno 2016, where
the impacts of economic and cultural flows of globalization have given rise to
nationalist movements. The American presidential election, the British vote to leave
the EU, and growing nationalist sentiments in China are just a few of the more
prominent examples of this trend.
In relation to developing countries’ experiencing democratization and
liberalization with the aim of connecting with the global economy, the challenge of
forging a regulatory framework for local film industry development lies in the ability
to balance a concern for local interest with the necessity of allowing international
actors access to the domestic market. Narrowly framed nationalist discourses will in
this regard most likely represent protectionist strategies that focus on the
preservation of cultural heritage but, on the other side, have little to offer in terms of
addressing questions of how to promote the development of a dynamic film cultural
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environment that fosters social inclusion and access, equal opportunity, as well as
artistic creativity.
When we turn to Myanmar we see that the question of legitimacy and trust
figure as a an especially central challenge, not least as a result of parochialism in
relation to policy approaches. As we have seen censorship continues to be a reality
for filmmakers in Myanmar, which means that a fundamental division between
different societal actors continues to exist. On the one hand, conservative forces
representing the interests of the military, the business elite, and other traditionalist
(patriarchal) or nationalist (Buddhist) views want to uphold a certain level of state
control over and censorship of the film industry in the name of protecting the
audience against inappropriate cultural or religious content. The government’s
concern for national stability and cohesion is very real on account of the long lasting
state of civil war that the country has experienced. However, as argued earlier, an
underlying motive seems to be the attempt of a small political-economic elite to
secure its economic interests and privileged position during the process of socioeconomic liberalization. On the other hand progressive forces in society, represented
by younger generations of filmmakers and other pro-democratic and liberal forces,
consider the abolishment of censorship and support of capacity building of local
filmmakers and audiences the only way to improve the quality of Burmese
filmmaking. In this view continued state censorship goes against the process of
democratization and freedom of artistic expression that has been initiated, which
should allow filmmakers to be judged, not by censors, but by the favor of the
audience (Tin Htet Paing 2016).
As this indicates the current views of central stakeholders regarding the
value and role of filmmaking within the Burmese society are so fundamentally
different that any form of collaboration is still hard to imagine. The question at this
point is whether or not the process of democratization and liberalization following
the victory of the pro-democratic forces in Myanmar in 2015 will lead to changes in
the institutional and organizational framework as well as the state’s regulatory and
legislative approach to the film industry. The possibility of developing good relations
between different stakeholders, with the state playing a constructive role as a
facilitator of an artistic and commercial environment that in a broad sense speaks to
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the needs of all stakeholders, is a prerequisite for the development of structural
changes that will foster positive trends in a long-term perspective.
Finally, the discussion of the role of political legitimacy and trust as fundamental
concerns that inform the possibility of developing constructive policymaking and
regulatory approaches, brings attention to a couple of concrete issues of concern that
also present themselves as important in relation to the area of regulation and
legislation.
This relates to the question of capacity building in state administration and
governmental institutions dealing with film regulation and policy matters. The three
countries in different ways showcase examples where the lack of sufficient
background or knowledge of filmmaking or a mismatch between competences and
official duties create debilitating conditions and challenges for local film industries.
An obvious example of this is the use of film censorship, which continues to be
systematically enforced in both Bhutan and Myanmar. It is worth remembering that
censorship in relation to media industries is a regulatory tool that is being used by
most states around the world. In its benign form, as utilized in many liberal
democracies today, it represents a rating system providing guidelines to citizens
(especially parents) and rules for exhibition outlets and television stations about
prohibited audiovisual content (such as offensive language, violence, and sex) related
to different age groups. In its harsher version, as exemplified by Myanmar until
recently, violation of censorship rules can lead to imprisonment.
In a case such as that of Bhutan where film censorship is relatively strict,
i.e. being enforced from the stage of production to release, but not necessarily
opposed by the private and public stakeholder, the main concern is the lack of
expertise about film that the officials in charge of censoring content display.
Filmmakers in Myanmar have raised a similar concern while Mongolia represents
the opposite stance with no enforcement of censorship or the implementation of a
rating system. In the Burmese and Bhutanese cases, where a strong censorship
regime is likely to continue in the future, the appointment of qualified personnel with
expertise within the relevant fields of filmmaking to be subjected to censorship could
help improve the legitimacy of this type of regulatory intervention. This would be a
way, particularly in the case of Myanmar, where resentment of censorship is
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widespread among practitioners, for the state to make a compromise that meets
filmmakers halfway and thus possibly facilitates the relaxation of the strained
relationship between practitioners and the state.
The lack of administrative, regulatory, and policy know-how also presents
other types of obstacles. We saw in relation to Mongolia how an attempt by a
government agency to address the structural problem of a scarcity of film screens in
the rural areas of the country was abandoned as a result of irregularities in the way
the project was managed. The positive side of this story of course was that the
irregularities were detected and dealt with. Nevertheless, this example points to the
fundamental problem of a disparity between the level of specialization and
professionalism among state officials and the increasing complexity of a changing
media landscape where local stakeholders have to deal with a multitude of challenges
and opportunities.
Consider a situation where the liberalization of the national economy (and
the media market) creates an incentive for the well educated to enter the private
sector since this is where the possibility of making the most of one’s abilities exists.
Meanwhile, the governmental sector runs on outdated or parochial institutional
practices and thus offers few attractive positions. Such a scenario is very likely to
affect many developing countries as part of the process of a socio-economic
transition. In relation to our cases here, this is especially a scenario affecting
Mongolia and Myanmar where the culture of nepotism and clientelism in the
political system has undermined the development of a merit based approach to
recruiting. In the face of such a situation the state is ill-equipped to deal with the
multifaceted challenges that a developing media landscape presents. The reaction
from the state can be, in a more general sense, to either attempt to reinforce the
control of the media, which is very much the response we have seen in Myanmar, or
as in the case of Mongolia, adapt a laissez-faire approach where the state basically
refrains from developing and implementing relevant policies or enforcing existing
ones. In each case the result is the same: the weakening of the state’s position in
relation to film industry stakeholders, who will either resent the overtly restrictive
approach or altogether disregard its public authority.
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As the foregoing has shown questions of trust and legitimacy related to the political
system figure as fundamental challenges for the development of policy frameworks
that in a constructive and proactive way seek to address the challenges as well as
opportunities faced by local film industry stakeholders. This is particularly the case
in Mongolia and Myanmar where the role of the state can be said to create an
environment that aggravates rather than diminishes risk for other film industry
actors. In the next section we look more closely at the issue of infrastructural
development and at range of central issues related to the areas of production,
distribution, and exhibition.
Infrastructural Developments
In Mongolia and Myanmar infrastructural constraints have historically play a central
role in the challenges faced by local filmmakers and they continue to figure as an
important area of concern in all three developing countries. There are both
similarities and difference in the types of constraints affecting the film industries as
well as in the ways that stakeholder in the three countries have reacted to these
challenges to their practice.
As referred to in the chapter introduction a fundamental issue is the question
of access to technology. This is a fact, not least because a pivotal element driving
cinematic inventiveness and renewal, since the earliest days of cinema, has been
closely connected with the question of technological innovation. The result is, that
technological obsoleteness and lack of access to prevailing industry standards in
equipment is a factor that impact on the possibility of creating a vibrant local film
industry. In a historical perspective the ability of the state to control or indeed
enforce a state monopoly on a local film industry, as we have seen in the cases of
Mongolia and Myanmar, has not been conducive to the development of the
technological basis of filmmaking. There existed no wish or need to promote
cinematic renewal as both the artistic and commercial side of filmmaking was
controlled by the state. In this sense overtly strict state interference in film
production, distribution, and exhibition enhance the risk of conformist trends in
filmmaking where practitioners, out of necessity or fear, work within a narrowly
defined scope of cinematic style and narrative expression.
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However, it is not only the negative influence of the state that can cultivate
the risk of conformism and repetition in a local film industry. The opposite state of
affairs--where filmmakers operate in a free market--can also lead to a situation of
conformism, since the economic risk of filmmaking will have a tendency to make
investors gravitate towards the genre formulas that have already proven to be
successful. We see this trend occurring everywhere, from the global film industry of
Hollywood to the small local film industries in Bhutan and Mongolia. As a result an
economic imperative, along with specific socio-cultural values, informs and to a
large degree shapes the style and form of cinematic content that characterizes
nationally rooted cinemas. In the Bhutanese case this translates into a predominant
type of filmmaking that favors melodramatic stories involving elements of
Bollywood-style song and dance numbers and a romantic plot borrowed from
Hollywood-style romantic dramas.
In the case where a film industry operates in a free market the high
economic risk related to filmmaking can lead to a range of countermeasures beyond
the trend of aesthetic conformism. This is the case, for both public and private
stakeholders seeking to increase the probability of cashing in on their investments or
advancing a favorable position for a local player in light of foreign competition. The
situation is particularly evident if stakeholders operate within a small domestic
market where the stakes must be considered to be high. However, while such
countermeasures might create a scenario that decreases the risk for specific
stakeholders, they need to be viewed in light of the possibility of creating other types
of risk for other stakeholders. In relation to this issue it is worth referring to two
examples from our case studies where specific strategies adapted by different
stakeholders lead to either problematic business practices or regulatory strategies
with the potential to create a negative effect on film-cultural development.
One example is from Mongolia where the small exhibition sector has led to
a monopoly on the distribution of foreign films in the local cinemas. One commercial
player, a South Korean company, is providing the local cinemas with content, which
in terms of selection reflects the Koreans company’s domestic deals with Hollywood
majors. The result is a clear lack of diversity in the types of films that are available to
a Mongolian audience. The predominance of Hollywood cinema in the local
exhibition circuit has been the norm since the 1990s and with the opening of new
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modern multiplex in recent years the trend has only intensified. Some local
stakeholders have recognized this as a deficiency. From a commercial point of view
there is a belief, at least expressed by one exhibitor, that there is a market for more
independent and art house oriented cinema in Mongolia. The initiation of an art
house film club by young film enthusiasts and the continued support of audiences at
the Ulaanbaatar International Film Festival (focusing on showcasing a contemporary
selection of the best of world cinema) seem to support this claim. However, the
attempt by a local exhibitor to establish a deal with a European distributor has so far
been in vain. The small size of the local Mongolian market seems to afford little
incentive for distributors of the more risky business of dealing with independent or
art house cinema to get involved in Mongolia. It is worth noting that while the
overall size of the Mongolian market is small on account of the population size, the
current level of cinema attendance does not reflect the actual potential of the
Mongolian market, as the number of cinema screens is still fairly low. We have to
remember that a considerable portion of the population still lives in rural areas where
cinema exhibition is no longer operating.
As this indicates one possible solution to the problem of the deficiency in
the diversity of screen content would be the increase in the number of cinema
screens, not only in the capital but also around the rest of the country. The rise in the
number of screens could provide local stakeholders with a better opportunity to make
a deal with foreign distributors. Another possible solution, which could work in
concert with the above or on its own, would be to create economic incentives for
local exhibitors to expand their repertoire to include art house cinema. From a neoliberal and purely market-based perspective this would be labeled as the distortion of
free trade and the creation of unfair market advantages. However, another position
would stress a cultural rights argument that would make the claim that film as a
cultural product has a public function that makes its value exceed the imperatives of
neo-liberal ideals and therefore calls for measures of interventions in market forces.
These two arguments embody a fundamental opposition between the United States
and many countries in Europe, Africa, Asia and Latin America through many
decades of international negotiations on the extent of free trade (Miller et al. 2005,
84-91). In the case of Mongolia an interventionist strategy like the one invoked
above would probably not find much support since a majority of film industry
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stakeholders either dread the prospect of any increase in state interference or are in
favor of a laissez-faire position. However, this type of interventionist approach could
perhaps work in Bhutan, which in many ways shares similar structural challenges:
with a small population, most screens in the capital are simply beyond the reach of
the rural population. The political system, alongside many of the film industry
stakeholders in Bhutan, has already shown a willingness to consider interventionist
strategies if the question of diversity in film cultural content should surface.
However, in both small developing countries the problem of screen scarcity
represents a more fundamental challenge – a question we will return to shortly.
The second example of a countermeasure, which is meant to decrease the
risk of film industry stakeholders’ engagement, but nevertheless can be said to have
negative side effects, is from Myanmar. This relates to a state-enforced quota system
promoted by screen scarcity, which dictates that only one domestic production can
be released in the cinemas at any given time. The purpose of the quota system is to
avoid a situation where local productions compete with each other at the box office;
they thus only have to compete with foreign films. In this way, local investors can
expect to recuperate their investments and this in turn encourages more companies to
take the risk of engaging in film production for theatrical release (as distinguished
from direct-to-video productions). However, as discussed in chapter six this ends up
creating negative consequences for many filmmakers and producers. More and more
films for theatrical release are being produced but due to the quota system
filmmakers have to wait up to three years before their films get a change to premiere.
When the fact that censorship is also being enforced is taken into account, it is clear
that the uncertainty surrounding a film’s release simply exacerbates the risk factors
related to filmmaking.
As this clearly indicates the combination of these types of interventions
does not represent an approach that is supportive of the development of local
filmmaking practices. Moreover, the purpose of the quota system is more likely
targeted at enhancing the profit not only of film producers but also of the exhibition
venues of which the Mingalar Group owns most. The Mingalar group has been the
first company that has been allowed to begin the rebuilding of the crumbling cinema
infrastructure around the country and this has so far led to the building of a few new
modern style cinemas, however, predominately in Yangon. As a result, the Burmese
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film industry, just like the two other developing countries, faces the fundamental
problem of screen scarcity in relation to theatrical exhibition. In the case of
Myanmar, however, the solution to the problem presents itself as a bit more
straightforward than in the two other countries. The country has a large population, a
long history of cinema exhibition, and with socio-economic development pointing in
the right direction many of the basic preconditions for the rebuilding of a national
cinema circuit are in place. Moreover, the expansion of the number of cinemas
screens would make a quota system lose its purpose and create more incentives for
producers to invest in filmmaking, as a larger market would be in place. As of June
2016 a new large-scale cinema projector has been launched by the private developing
company MAZE which has disclosed that it intends to build 100 new theaters over a
two year period, creating new cinemas in all the different provinces of the country
(Tin Htet Paing 2016; Zay Yar Linn 2016). If this infrastructural project is realized it
has the potential to have a huge impact on the future development of film culture in
Myanmar. Whether or not it will be a positive contribution is to a considerable
degree tied up with the question of the extent to which the state will intervene in the
process of production, distribution, and exhibition.
In relation to Bhutan and Mongolia the question of finding a solution to the
scarcity of screens represents a more difficult task. A small domestic audience spread
over a vast territory--as in the case of Mongolia and the mountainous terrain of
Bhutan--presents conditions that make it incredible that a locally-based film culture
has been able to develop at all. Where Mongolia was able to develop a far-reaching
distribution and exhibition system with the financial support of the Soviet Union the
country now faces the task of finding a solution to this problem, much in the same
way as Bhutan. In both countries there exists an understanding that the continuation
of democratic as well as socio-economic development necessitates the inclusion of
all citizens and that the huge distances that separate large parts of the population
from each other as well as from the center of economic, political, and cultural power
are a challenge to social cohesion and democracy. The indigenous film industries
represent one way for the people in the relevant small nation to connect with each
other. The connection occurs through cinematic storytelling made by and for local
people and, thus, the role of film culture is recognized in both countries: it is seen as
a way to ensure the connectedness among people. The central challenge is to figure
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out whether a feasible strategy can be developed that will allow film exhibition to
reach out to even the most sparsely populated areas. A project represents a
considerable infrastructural challenge and financial risk for any actor to get involved
in, but particularly for commercial businesses, since the prospects for recuperating
investments are very uncertain. If such a project was to be realized it would most
likely have to include the state as a central stakeholder. Yet, the question is whether
the state can see the benefits of type of project and secondly have the financial means
and managerial skills to become a central stakeholder. On the positive side,
advancements in information and communications technologies are spreading on a
global scale, making digital technologies increasingly cheaper and long distance
connectivity faster and easier. In this sense technology presents new and innovative
solutions to relevant challenges.
It is beyond the competence of this author to go into detailed discussions
about which type of approach in terms of technical systems and financial models
would represent a feasible strategy in either of the two countries in question.
However, I believe that the ambitious joint venture project between the Mongolian
government and a private company (discussed in chapter 4), which aimed at reaching
and connecting small cinemas in rural areas through a satellite connection, shows
that it is far from impossible for local stakeholders to meet the challenge of building
a far reaching distribution and exhibition system. As indicated, the project was shot
down when it was in an advanced stage of implementation, not on account of
technological problems, but because of irregularities in the handling of state funds
related to the project. Despite the problems that led to the project never being
completed, the aim and strategy seemed promising. The state was willing to commit
to the support of a local cultural industry in a way that could potentially increase its
outreach and thus enhance the sustainability of a locally-rooted cinema in the future.
Moreover, there are hopefully lessons to be learnt for the state actors in Mongolia
about how to engage in similar projects in the future. The same is true other states
facing similar obstacles.
The last issue related to infrastructural concerns to be considered here
brings us back to the question of how to support the development of practitioners. As
already mentioned the availability of proper production equipment plays a role but
so, in a broader sense, do the physical settings, especially production studios and
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postproduction facilities. That is to say, it is crucial for filmmakers to be able to work
in a way that allows them to reach the highest possible level of control over the audio
and visual environment, from mise-en-scène to the use of digitally produced imagery
and sounds. The lack of these type facilities is evident in all the three countries and
has in all cases been identified as a problem that is seen to undermine the possibility
of local filmmaking developing in ways that will enable the industry to reach a
higher level of professionalism and thus be able to take up the competition with
foreign content. As in the case of addressing the challenge of disparity in local
exhibition venues the question fundamentally comes down to who can and will risk
investing in these types of large-scale infrastructure projects. In the case of Myanmar
we see that private companies have the possibility of getting financial backing for
large-scale infrastructure projects based on the prospect of recuperating investments.
As a result, it is likely that investment in modern style production and postproduction
facilitates could follow a successful expansion of the national cinema network.
When it comes to Bhutan and Mongolia the constructing of new, modern
production facilities represents a challenge comparable to that of the expansion of the
cinemas. Much as in the case of the cinema circuit’s expansion, a range of
organizational models represents different ways of addressing this problem. The state
could singlehandedly be in charge of investing in the building of these types of
facilities and manage the renting out to private production companies. If the state
also has a stake in the expansion of the local cinema circuit, then possible revenue
from this engagement could be channeled into a production facility project.
However, considering the relatively low levels of affluence in these developing
countries and in their state budgets, and given a number of more fundamental socioeconomic challenges facing the countries in question, the states are unlikely to be
willing or able to bear the risk of such a project on their own. A second model would
be a joint venture between the state and private companies. The sharing of the burden
of risk between public and private stakeholders could be a more feasible solution
since it might create the incentive for private companies to get involved. If the
project was managed and run like a business there is a better chance that it would
become a success. Of course, a clear-cut institutional and organizational set-up
would have to be developed and followed to ensure the financial and legal
responsibilities of the different stakeholders. A third option would be for private
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companies to invest in facilities and to run it like a private business. It is not
impossible to image this model being realized. Yet, given the current size of the local
economies and, additionally, the small size of the local film industries, it is very
unlikely that any domestic business companies will have the will or ability to initiate
this type of projects. A fourth model represents the possibility of foreign private
companies investing in the construction of production facilities, either as private
enterprises or as public-private joint ventures. Interestingly, this is a model that has
been introduced as a real possibility in both Bhutan and Mongolia. In the case of
Bhutan, Indian investors have shown interest in building studio facilities and an
amusement park, and in Mongolia representatives from Hollywood have recently
presented ideas for creating new studio facilities as part of a large project of
promoting Hollywood-style film education in Mongolia. Whether or not these
specific projects or parts of them will be realized is highly uncertain. But as
discussed in relation to the project proposed in Bhutan, these types of infrastructural
projects based on small nations, or local stakeholders in small nations, collaborating
with large foreign commercial companies raises concern about the possible
outcomes. In private business it is typically the case that the power to influence
decision-making is determined by investors’ degree of financial commitment. If a
large and resourceful foreign company enters into a partnership with local actors, and
this company has a considerable degree of financial leverage over local partners,
then how is it possible to ensure that the interests of local stakeholders will be
prioritized? This is not to say, that fruitful collaborative ventures between foreign
companies and local stakeholders do not represent a possible strategy for developing
locally-based film cultures. The point is that local stakeholders, and particularly
those concerned with strengthening the local film industry’s development in a longterm perspective, should be aware of how unequal power dynamics can shape the
possible long-term ramifications of this type of collaboration.
None of the models present here are in any way ideal. Each involves
specific risks and advantages that need to be judged in relation to the specific
national context in question. It is likely that business-to-business as well as
government-to-business collaboration between Mongolian stakeholders and
Hollywood could lead to important improvements that address different fundamental
challenges in the development of the Mongolian film culture. However, if
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stakeholders in Mongolia are interested in making this type of transnational
collaboration count towards the long-term development and sustainability of the
local film industry it would be worth thinking strategically about both the possible
negative and positive impacts of specific projects and how they fit into the overall
goal of supporting indigenous culture.
In this section we have focused on challenges related to different forms of
infrastructural deficiencies and on how they present fundamental risks in terms of
developing locally-rooted film cultures. The discussion as also focused on different
types of solutions that might be envisaged to counteract these structural weaknesses.
Meanwhile, the lessons learnt from the three case studies also show that
infrastructural constraints weighing on local filmmakers, whether they are a result of
scale, political repression or something else entirely, can be counteracted through
piecemeal strategies and approaches that deal with central challenges in a local
context. The initiation of socio-economic liberalization in all three countries has
created a space that showcases how especially private or civil society stakeholders
can play a central role in the development of positive responses to perceived
deficiencies. These proactive strategies by private and civil society stakeholders have
especially occurred in the field of capacity building focused on film cultural actors.
We turn, in the last section, to a brief overview and discussion of development in this
area.
Capacity Building: The Training and Education of Filmmakers and Audiences
The ability to develop the skills and talents of filmmakers, as well as a critically
engaged local audience, is unquestionably a central precondition for the development
of a thriving local film culture in any democratic and liberally oriented society. The
conditions surrounding the institutional and organizational practices of the education
for filmmakers in the three developing countries have posed a particularly difficult
challenge for local stakeholders in recent years. There are two main reasons for this.
First of all, in a historical perspective the efforts of building institutionalized
practices of film education in a local context have been close to non-existent.
Training of practitioners has in the local contexts followed the apprenticeship model
while filmmakers receiving a more formalized type of training were educated abroad.
Meanwhile, in many places around the world the training and education of
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filmmakers has become increasingly centered on different types of institutionalized
efforts. Many examples of successful national cinemas are predicated on the
systematic specialization of filmmakers that emphasize filmmaking as a process of
collaboration between a range of different creative specialists where the underlying
educational efforts incorporate practical skills, with technical know how, and
theoretical understanding.
Secondly, in the 1990s when the video format was introduced many
newcomers to filmmaking did not go through a process of formal training or
apprenticeship, where technical, practical, or theoretical understanding was nurtured,
before initiating a career in the industry. The introduction of cheaper and more
accessible production equipment, and of a cheap and easy dissemination of films
made in a direct-to-video format, has played a vital role in the development of a local
film industry in Bhutan. In the case of both Mongolia and Myanmar, it has had
significant implications for the continued existence of a locally-rooted audio-visual
industry. Despite the importance of the introduction of the video format, in terms of
the opportunities it offered new and established filmmakers, the combination of
readily accessible technology with a lack of proper training and educational efforts
created a situation that introduced new risks for local film industries.
One of the most central risks related to these conditions was the increase in
amateurism among filmmakers and thus an overall decrease in the quality of
filmmaking. In fact, amateurism did not only represent a risk but developed into a
real condition surrounding the practice of filmmaking during the 1990s and 2000s in
these developing countries. Amateurism is generally a result of a lack of
professionalization and specialization of filmmakers. Equally important was the fact
that many untrained newcomers to the medium went into the business of filmmaking,
as a way to earn a living. The tendency as a result has been towards filmmaking
styles that conform to narrow generic formulas that are seen as more commercially
viable. Under such conditions filmmakers are less inclined to take artistic challenges
and thus repetition and creative inertia become the order of the day. An unfortunate
further side effect of such developments is that they can lead to what Hjort refers to
as the risk of neglect (Hjort 2012, 54), which is to say that the local audience starts to
lose interest in the local filmmaking. A lower local interest represents a threat to the
sustainability of local filmmaking. In essence the problem is one of a disparity
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between the qualities of locally-produced films compared to that of the foreign
content that is available to local audiences. In such a case the advantage of locallyproduced films will be reduced to its mark of socio-cultural specificity in terms of
language and other discernable characteristic such as cultural norms, actor familiarity
(stardom), and localities. The importance of socio-cultural specificity will always be
an important factor giving local filmmakers an advantage over foreign competitors.
However, with developing countries increasingly becoming integrated into a global
media environment, where especially younger generations of populations are being
exposed to regional as well as global standards, trends, and tastes through online
connection, local film industries will have to show an ability to renew themselves, if
they are to compete effectively against popular foreign content. Leveling the playing
field, which will allow local film industry stakeholders to take up the competition
with international content in a free market, is, as we have discussed above, about
creating policy measures that support local stakeholder as well as developing the
infrastructure. But equally important is the ability to nurture skills and talent among
local filmmakers.
As the case studies suggest, local stakeholders did begin to focus on the problem
surrounding the decreasing quality of local filmmaking during the 2000s and within
the last decade a growing number of institutional and organizational efforts have
been initiated with the aim of addressing the lack of educational efforts. Private and
civil society stakeholders have developed most of these efforts. The categorization
presented in chapter six of the variety of different types of institutional and
organizational initiatives developed in Myanmar gives a general overview of the
scope of approaches in all three countries:
Ø Short- or longer-term film training that is locally driven, locally based and
locally funded.
Ø Longer-term film training that is locally based, funded through non-local
sources, and delivered on a collaborative basis.
Ø A workshop model that is funded and initiated non-locally.
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In the case of Bhutan no permanently based film schools or other types of
institutionalized efforts of film education exist. The training efforts are still based on
learning by doing, and on the occasional workshop. At the same time, a small group
of local students and filmmakers have begun to seek educational provisions abroad.
The idea of creating a local film school in Bhutan has been mentioned as a
possibility in relation to the drafting of the film law and broader discussion of
supporting the development of local filmmaking. The establishment of a local film
school could be a matter of a private initiative but could also involve collaboration
on a public/private basis. In both cases substantial funding would be required, just as
the ability to recruit experienced teaching staff would be of critical importance. It is
uncertain whether or not the creation of a new institutional setup would be possible.
Another solution could be to integrate the education of filmmakers into already
existing institutional frameworks. The national television station and the Royal
University of Bhutan provide two institutional settings where educational programs
targeting the practice of filmmaking could be mounted.
In Mongolia both public and private training and education in filmmaking
developed during the 1990s and 2000s. However, this happened in the context of no
prior established culture of educational efforts in this field and a lack of material
resources impeding the positive impact of these efforts. In recent years the overall
quality of Mongolian filmmaking has improved and the pool of talented filmmakers
is increasing. However, as in the case of Bhutan, the lack of specialization of
filmmakers continues to be a problem. The shortage in skilled and talented
screenwriters, cinematographers, editors, and sound designers continues to create a
somewhat uneven impression. A persisting challenge in training and educational
terms seems to be the lack of expertise in, as well as focus on, the specialization of
students in the different areas of filmmaking.
As we have seen occasional workshops involving foreign professionals in
fields like screenwriting and cinematography have given local practitioners a chance
to develop their skills. These initiatives have been important for the individual
participants. More importantly still, they have foregrounded the to address the
question of the specialization of filmmakers in a systematic way. The development in
the efforts of film cultural capacity building in Myanmar has grown steadily during
the past ten years. The driving forces behind many of these initiatives have been
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local actors on the one hand and foreign individuals and institutions on the other.
Partnerships between these two groups have helped to challenge the status quo of a
local film culture that, viewed in terms of artistic and creative development, had
experienced a long regression. The emergence of a range of local film festivals, some
of them also incorporating training initiatives, showcase how a variety of projects are
involved in changing the culture surrounding film training and viewing as well as
targeting improvements in the long term educational efforts. The successful creation
of a permanent film school in Yangon is among the best examples of the renewed
focus on capacity building, as a way to secure the future development of the local
film culture.
One of the central aspects of many of the successful initiatives is the
transnational collaboration underpinning the projects. Foreign funding and expertise
have played a pivotal role in the development as well as continuation of these
projects. The collaboration has enabled local stakeholders, both the participant in the
events as well as the organizers, to develop skills on a regular basis. The key role of
foreign partners or donors in supporting many of the capacity building initiatives
raises a couple of concerns. What happens if the support of international partners
ceases? This concern relates to the fact that many film cultural initiatives have been
supported by international non-governmental organizations or specific countries’
embassies, with the aim of supporting the democratic development in the country.
With the victory of democratic opposition in the recent election, foreign supporters
might be prone to redirect their attention and support towards other areas of concern.
In this situation, will the local stakeholders be able to continue the efforts without
financial or organizational support from foreign partners?
The impression is that local stakeholders from the outset have taken
ownership of the initiatives that have involved support from foreign partners and
they seem well-suited to continue the efforts on their own. The risk of losing
financial support seems to represent a more urgent concern. Take the example of the
Yangon Film School, which has been able to develop its activities based on grants
from the European Union. If this economic support ceased the school would not be
able to run. In light of this it might be necessary for some initiatives to look for
support from other actors, such as private companies, local organizations, or
individuals who would be interested in a partnership. Civil society represents a
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strong domain in Burmese culture and it is possible that actors in this domain could
come to play an important role in the continuation of capacity building efforts in the
future. However, in a more long-term perspective the uncertainty about the role of
the state in relation to the film industry represents a key factor that will affect the
possibility of continuing many of the constructive efforts in the area of film training
and education. If the state continues to uphold a paternalistic attitude toward local
filmmakers as well as audiences it will only reinforce a negative relationship
between film cultural stakeholders and the prospects of building on the efforts of
capacity building that have already emerged.
As this indicates we come full circle and end back in a position where it
comes clear that the development trends of locally-rooted film cultures are
predicated on a complex interrelations of economic, political, and cultural forces.
The areas of capacity building, infrastructural development, and regulatory
frameworks, as highlighted above, are central areas of concern to think about when
considering the prospect of sustainable development of local film industry.
Moreover, as it is hoped to be evident from this study, examining the strengths or
weaknesses characterizing the social relationships and interconnections between
different film cultural stakeholders are central to the effort of grasping the
fundamental challenges as well as opportunities facing local filmmaking. In the end,
it is the hope that this study has been able to contribute to the ongoing expansion of
new perspectives in world cinemas and the discussions about the value and role of
filmmaking in a local context.
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Appendix A

Figure 1. Total Number of admission of all feature films exhibited

Source: UIS.Stats
Accessed February 12, 2016. (http://data.uis.unesco.org/Index.aspx)

Figure 2. Total gross box office receipts of all feature films exhibited (in local
currency)

Source: UIS.Stats
Accessed February 12, 2016. (http://data.uis.unesco.org/Index.aspx)

Figure 3. Average ticket price (in local currency)

Source: UIS.Stats
Accessed February 12, 2016. (http://data.uis.unesco.org/Index.aspx)
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Figure 4. Mongolia GDP development 1990-2013

Source: Focus Economics
Accessed 18 June 2016. http://www.focus-economics.com/country-indicator/mongolia/gdp

Figure 5: Urbanization

Source: Mongolian Statistical Information Service.
Accessed 19 June 2016. http://www.1212.mn/en/contents/stats/contents_stat_fld_tree_html.jsp
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Filmography
(in alphabetical order)
Title (English/Original) / Year / Director / Country
36 Animals (36 Kaung). 1930. Dir. U Sunny. Myanmar.
A Soap (En Soap). 2006. Dir. Pernille Fischer Christensen, Denmark.
According to the Will of Heaven (Tengeriin Sahil). 1990. Dir. Choymbolyn Jumdaan.
Mongolia.
Aldas. 1994. Choymbolyn Jumdaan. France/Mongolia.
Amour. 1996. Dir. Zolbayar Dorj. Mongolia.
As Long as he Can Count the Cows (Når bare han kan tælle Køerne). 1985. Dirs.
Rumle Hammerich and Tim Cenius. Denmark.
Aung Thapyay. 1935. Myanmar.
Awakening, The (Serelt). 1957. Dir. S. Guenden. Mongolia.
Ban this Scene! 2011. Dir. Htun Zaw Win. Myanmar.
Baton/Noble Standards (Nan Bat Doke/Gonyi Thwe). 1930s. Myanmar.
Boycotta. 1937. Dir. U Nu. Myanmar.
Cave and The Yellow Dog, The (Die Höhle des gelben Hundes). 2005. Dir.
Byambasuren Davaa. Germany/Mongolia.
Chapaev. 1934. Dirs. Georgi and Sergey Vasilev. Soviet.
Container, The, 2011. Dir. Jamyang Dorji, Australia/Bhutan.
Cup, The (Phorpa) 1999. Dir. Khyentse Norbu, Bhutan.
Eternal Power of the Sky (Mönkh Tengeriin Khüchin). 1992. Dir. Begziin
Baljinnyam. Mongolia.
Female Fighter (Yebawma). 1940. Myanmar.
Flag Hill (Alan Taung). 1930s. Myanmar.
Gasa Lamai Singye. 1989. Dir. Ugen Wangdi. Bhutan.
Genghis Khan. 2005. Dir. Edward Bazalgette. UK.
Genghis: The Legend of the Ten (Avrat). 2012. Zolbayar Dorj. Mongolia/China.
Golden Cup: The Legacy, 2006. Dir. Wanguel Tshering. Bhutan.
Health Care the Bhutanese Way, 2000. Dir. Hans Wessing. Denmark.
Heritage of the Great Leader, The (Ikh Türiin Golomt). 2006. Dir. Solongo Jamba.
Mongolia.
His Name is Sukhbaatar (Sukhbaatar). 1942. Dirs. Iosif Khejfits & Aleksandr
Zarkhy. Mongolia.
If I Had a Horse (Mortoi Boloosoi). 1959. Dir. Ravjaagiin Dorjpalam. Mongolia.
In Yours Arms (I dine hænder), 2015. Dir. Samanou Acheche Sahlstrøm. Denmark.
It Can’t Be Paid With Money (Ngwe Pay Lo Maya). 1932. Dir. Toke Kyi. Myanmar.
Karma’s Chair (Karmas Stol). 1997. Dir. Hans Wessing. Denmark.
King Kyan Sit. 2004. Dir. Lu Min. Myanmar.
Leader Aung Kyaw (Bo Aung Kyaw). 1930s. Myanmar.
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Lenin in October (Lenin v Oktyabre). 1937. Dirs. Mikhail Romm and Dimitriy
Vasilev. Soviet.
Little Buddha, 1993. Dir. Bernardo Bertolucci. Italy/France/Lichtenstein/UK.
Love and Liquor (Metta Hnint Thuya). 1920. Dir. U Ohn Maung. Myanmar.
Mandukhai the Wise Queen (Mandukhai Tsetsen Khatan). 1988. Dir. Begziin
Baljinnyam. Mongolia.
Marco Polo (tv-serie). 2014-2015. Creator John Fusco. USA
Master (Thakinmyo).1938. Myanmar.
Messenger of the People (Ardyn Elch). 1959. Dir. Jigjid Dejid. Mongolia.
Mongol. 2007. Dir. Sergey Bodrov. Russia/Kazakhstan/Germany.
Monk, The. 2014. Dir. The Maw Naing. Myanmar.
Nargis: When Times Stopped Breathing. 2010. Dirs. Maung Myint Aung and Kyaw
Kyaw Oo. Myanmar.
Never Shall We Be Enslaved (Thu Kyun Ma Khan Byi). 1997. Dir. Kyi So Tun.
Myanmar.
New Year (Shine Jil). 1954. Dir. Tseveeni Zandraa. Mongolia.
Not Afraid to Die (Jigdrel), 1996. Dir. Karma Tshering. Bhutan.
Oil Field (Yaenanmyay). 1930s. Myanmar.
Open Sky, The. 2014. Kyal Yie Lin Six, Lynnsatt Nwe and Phyo Zayar Kyaw.
Myanmar.
Our Peacock Flag (Doh Daung Lan). 1936. Myanmar.
Pack of Wolves, A (Sureg Chono). 1939. Dir. Temet Natsagdorj. Mongolia.
Path of Norjimaa, The (Norjmaagiin Zam). 1938. Dirs. Temet Natsagdorj and Lev
Scheffer. Mongolia.
Poets of Mongolia. 1999. Dirs. Peter Brosens and Byamba Sakhya.
Belgium/Finland/France.
Prince Tsogt (Tsogt Taij). 1945. Dirs. T. Yuri and Rinchen. Mongolia.
R, 2009. Dirs. Tobias Lindholm and Michael Noer. Denmark.
Rockin’ the Himalayan Kingdom (Bløf in Bhutan), 2006. Dir. Dorji Wangchuk.
Netherlands/Bhutan.
School Among Glaciers, 2003. Dir. Dorji Wangchuk. Bhutan.
Six Boys (Butshu Drug), 2003. Dir. Karma Tshering. Bhutan.
Son of Mongolia (Mongol Khuu). 1936. Dir. Ilya Z. Trauberg. Mongolia/Soviet.
State of Dogs. 1998. Dirs. Peter Brosens and Turmunkh Dorjkhandyn.
Belgium/Netherlands/Denmark/Finland/Mongolia.
Story of the Weeping Camel, The (Die Geschichte vom weinenden Kamel). 2003. Dir.
Byambasuren Davaa. Germany/Mongolia.
Travellers and Magicians, 2003. Dir. Khyentse Norbu. Australia/Bhutan/UK.
Treasure-trove (Yatanabon). 1953. Dir. U Tin Maung. Myanmar.
Triumph at Thapyay, The (Aung Thapyay). 1937. U Tin Maung. Myanmar.
Two Horses of Genghis Khan, The (Das Lied von zwei Pferden). 2009. Dir.
Byambasuren Davaa. Germany.
Volcano (Eldfjall). 2011. Dir. Rúnar Rúnarsson. Iceland.
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Wathann: Myanmar’s first film festival. 2012. Shin Daewe. Myanmar.
Way to Heaven, The. 1999. Dir. Janchivdorj Sengedorj. Mongolia.
We are from Kronstadt (My iz Kronshtada). 1936. Dir. Efim Dzigan.. Soviet.
White Night. 1998. Dir. Janchivdorj Sengedorj. Mongolia.
We Still Have Difficulties (Bidende You Saado Boljibayan). 1956. Dir. Ravjaagiin
Dorjpalam. Mongolia.
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Interviewees
(in alphabetical order)
Adler, Barbara. 2013. Interviewed by author. Copenhagen Denmark. 20 December.
Adler, Barbara, 2014. Interviewed by author. Copnhagen, Denmark. 16 December.
Aung Ko Lat. 2014. Interviewed by author. Yangon, Myanmar. 25, June.
Batgerel, Batkhuyag. 2014. Interviewed by author. Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. 26,
March.
Belgutei, Tumendemberel. 2014. Interviewed by author. Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. 26,
March.
Bodibaatar, Jigidsuren, 2014. Interviewed by author. Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. 25,
March.
Byamba, Sakhya. 2014. Interviewed by author. Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. 26, March.
Dorj, Zolbayar. 2014. Interviewed by author. Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. 27, March.
Dulguun, Bayasgalan. 2014. Interviewed by author. Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. 24,
March.
Dulguun, Bayasgalan. 2016. Online correspondence with author. Ulaanbaatar,
Mongolia. 21, April.
Enkhbat, Natsagdorj. 2014. Interviewed by author. Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. 24,
March.
Gerelsukh, Otgon. 2014. Interviewed by author. Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. 25, March.
Høgel, Jakob Kirstein. 2013. Interviewed by author. Copenhagen, Denmark.
December 20.
Htoo Paing Zaw Oo. 2015. Interviewed by author. Yangon, Myanmar. 24, June.
Htoo Paing Zaw Oo. 2015. Online correspondence with author. Yangon, Myanmar.
27, September.
Jigjidsuren, Khurelbaatar. 2014. Interviewed by author. Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. 25
March.
Ko Thein. 2015. Interviewed by author. Yangon, Myanmar. 20, June.
Kway Zin Thant. 2014. Interviewed by author. Yangon, Myanmar. 23, June.
Merrison, Lindsey. 2015. Interviewed by author. Yangon, Myanmar. 22, June.
Min Htin Ko Ko Gyi. 2014. Interviewed by author. Yangon, Myanmar. 23, June.
Myat Noe. 2014. Interviewed by author. Yangon, Myanmar. 21, June.
Sengedorj, Janchivdorj. 2014. Interviewed by author. Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. 24,
March.
Shuudertsetseg, B. 2014. Interviewed by author. Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. 27, March.
Swe Zin Htaik, Grace. 2014. Interviewed by author. Yangon, Myanmar. 21, June.
Swe Zin Htaik, Grace. 2015. Interviewed by author. Yangon, Myanmar. 18, June.
Thet Oo Maung. 2015. Interviewed by author. Yangon, Myanmar. 17, June.
Thu Thi Lwin. 2014. Interviewed by author. Yangon, Myanmar. 25, June
Thu Thu Sein. 2015. Interviewed by author. Yangon, Myanmar. 23, June.
Tsengel, D. 2014. Interviewed by author. Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. 24, March.
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Tsenrenpil, Ariunaa, 2014. Interviewed by author. Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. 26,
March.
Turmunkh, Dorjkhandyn. 2014. Interviewed by author. Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. 28,
March.
U Aung Soe Oo. 2014. Interviewed by author. Yangon, Myanmar. 24, June.
Zoljargal, D. 2014. Interviewed by author. Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. 28, March.
Yee Nan Thike, 2014. Interviewed by author. Yangon, Myanmar. 18, June.
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